Active Engagement of Students at Newport
The University’s Learning & Teaching Committee has sponsored a pro-active approach in considering how the University enables and encourages its students to be active participants in their programme of study, as well as considering how it monitors and tracks student participation to identify students who are at risk and require timely support.
The project team was chaired by the Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Learning Support) with representation from each School, Learning and Information Services, the Student Retention Manager, and the Director of CELT.
For the first phase, a review was conducted of the data already available within the University, including prior Student Satisfaction and Induction and Enrolment Surveys.
A review of literature on student engagement and retention found key emerging points of which were probably best summarised by a study conducted by Yorke in 2008 for the HEA which identified seven key factors that influenced first year student withdrawal.  These are:

i. Poor quality learning experience

ii. Not coping with academic demands

iii. Wrong choice of field of study

iv. Unhappy with location and environment

v. Dissatisfaction with institutional resourcing

vi. Problems with finance and employment

vii. Problems with social integration

The literature review also provided an insight into which individuals may be classed as ‘at risk’.  As there is no clear definition of an ‘at risk’ student, the report highlighted a range of factors including gender, age, entry requirements, socio-economic factors, ‘non-traditional’ students, clearing students, subject of study and emotional characteristics.  The research also indicated some actions taken by other institutions and this prompted a second literature review and telephone survey.  

Current student retention practices in post-1992 UK Universities found unsurprisingly a plethora of initiatives and a wide range of practices including pre-enrolment summer schools, student ambassadors, peer mentorship, enhancing study skills, attendance monitoring to enhance social integration, peer assisted learning and restructuring the curriculum and assessment strategies by desemesterising.
The experience at the Azusa Pacific University in the USA was provided by Dr. Eileen Hulme who delivered an overview of her research findings included the need to consider:

1. The student experience prior to attendance, 

2.  The student experience in transition periods

3.  The student’s academic experience and
4. Factors for improving retention:

· The first day. ‘Sets the tone’
· Knowing students’ names by the end of the first week

· Establishing affective as well as cognitive goals for the course

· Frequent student feedback
· Teaching to a variety of learning styles

· Using multiple assessment methods

· Enabling students to help design syllabusses
· Sharing personal experiences and use of stories as illustrations
Students at the University were asked to participate in two surveys as part of the exercise. The first was designed to establish the student expectation at the start of their programme of study, and the second was to evaluate the student’s early experience.
Students were surveyed on their first day of attendance during induction week. Some of the key issues to emerge were feelings of excitement and anticipation of an enjoyable experience, balanced by feelings of self-doubt, lack of confidence and worries about not being able to cope academically, time management, finance and making friends.  It emerged that nearly half of the students surveyed expected to study ten hours a week or less outside timetabled taught sessions.  

The second survey completed in December asked students to reflect on their early experiences at Newport.  The results of this survey were positive with the majority of students being satisfied with the quality of teaching, accessibility of teaching staff and access to learning materials.  Student expectations of the University, learning resources and academic support were generally exceeded.  Against this, 40% of students did not feel that they were included in the University’s social activities and over 20% had considered leaving during the first term, plus, even at this early stage, a few issues regarding the course organisation and management were identified. The survey did not include students who had left the University.
The project team compiled a large volume of evidence and a number of common themes emerged.  These were identified and an action plan was developed which was submitted to the University’s Learning and Teaching Committee. The Committee is currently embedding these actions into the University’s Learning and Teaching Strategy.  The 12 key themes to emerge were:
1. Pre-Enrolment – Engaging the Student early to ensure the transition into HE
Examples of current good practice include the University’s online social networking site for new applicants to participate in prior to enrolment and the use of student mentors in contacting new students prior to enrolment.
2. Quality of Teaching
This is often considered “the elephant in the room”. The Group made a series of recommendations which built on existing good practice within the University. 
3. The University loves me!
Promoting positive professional relationship between students and their tutors  
4. Building Confidence
Further work around induction programmes, team building exercises, formative or summative assessment and peer mentoring can contribute to building confidence and enhancing self-esteem.
5. Social Integration
Good practice here included taking students away for a residential induction.
6. Organisation and Management
Early notification of timetabling arrangements and avoiding changes is important via electronic means including text messaging were all happening and could be built upon.
7. Assessment
It was recognised that this is an area that would benefit from further research.  The University is participating in an HEA Wales development programme on assessment.
8. Part-time work
The majority of students need to undertake paid employment to survive financially.  The current economic climate is making it difficult for students to find part-time work and recommendations were made to assist students and to provide further advice on financial management.
9. Study Skills
Core modules in the Health and Social Studies School teach all new students about the HE “journey” including research skills.
10. Learning Environment – virtual and physical
While examples of innovative activity like using blogs for reflective practice among a cohort of teacher trainees on placement were raised, it was also noted that the standard of the physical learning environment locally was very important.
11. Curriculum Design
The curriculum needs to be structured so that it supports actions and initiatives which facilitate the student’s transition into Higher Education and student engagement.
12. Employability
Students are increasingly focused on achieving a qualification that prepares them for employment and professional practice.  Recommendations are made to provide support for the development of opportunities for work-based and work related learning within the curriculum.
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