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Abstract

The central question of this thesis is: How effective are strategies aimed at
promoting student retention in Further Education (FE) colleges? Much research
has been carried out into the causes of poor student retention in further and higher
education, highlighting the multi-faceted nature of student drop-out. Non-
completion is typically the result of combinations of risk factors, including
demographic characteristics, financial constraints, students’ motivation, type of
course, and students’ experiences of education. Therefore the ‘risk factors’ for
students not completing courses vary in the degree to which they are within the
control of colleges. While some researchers have made recommendations for
improving student retention, a notable gap in the literature is research into the
effectiveness of the existing strategies for improving student retention. It is this gap

to which the thesis is addressed and seeks to contribute new knowledge.

Focussing on Business courses in two similar but contrasting London colleges, this
research explores students’ and staff views on the existing retention strategies and
their implementation. This is done through a range of methods, including
questionnaire surveys involving a total of 419 students; interviews and a focus
group with students; interviews with college managers and teachers; and
classroom observations of a sample of teaching sessions. A central finding is that
both students and staff highlighted strategies centred on motivation and teaching
and leaming as the most important for improving retention. These were also the
strategies that were seen as being most effectively implemented, whereas
strategies linked to student support services, the college environment and quality

assurance processes were seen as being least effectively implemented. Students’

vii



views were different however, with level 3 students and Black students most likely
to rate the implementation of retention strategies favourably. These differences
were more significant than differences between the two colleges studied. |t is
recommended that retention strategies that sort, support, connect and transform (cf.
Beatty-Guenter, 1994) should be implemented in a more co-ordinated fashion that
places teaching and learning at the centre and focuses on groups of students most
at risk of dropping out, with more good practice sharing between colleges. An
important recommendation from the findings is that differences between level 2 and
level 3 students, and also between students from different ethnic backgrounds,

point to the importance of targeting strategies on those groups most at risk of

dropping out.
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Chapter 1

Context

Overview of the Thesis

This thesis examines the issue of student retention in relation to level 2 and 3
courses within the Business departments of two London Further Education (FE)
colleges, looking specifically at the effectiveness of different strategies for
improving retention. A notable gap in the literature on student retention is
research into the effectiveness of strategies for improving student retention. It
is this gap to which the thesis is addressed and seeks to contribute new

knowledge.

This context-setting chapter provides an overview of the main issues around
student retention in FE and describe the two colleges in which the research
was conducted and the strategies they were implementing to improve retention.
Chapter 2 reviews the literature on the reasons students give for early
withdrawal and considers strategies that have been recommended for
improving student retention. Chapter 3 sets out the research methodology
used to investigate the effectiveness of different retention strategies in the two

FE colleges studied.

The findings from my primary research are presented in Chapters 4 and 5,
using data from investigations with the staff and students in the two colleges.
Chapter 4 focuses on two central questions: (a) which strategies did students

think were most important for retaining them on their programme of study?; and



(b) how effectively were these different strategies being implemented? Chapter
5 presents staff views and data from classroom observations of teaching and
learning. The implications of these findings are discussed in Chapter 6,
together with recommendations for how strategies to improve student retention

could be more effectively implemented.

The Issue of Student Retention

For the purpose of this study, ‘poor retention’ indicates an early withdrawal
from courses, or dropout by students. This includes students who do not
complete the programme of study for which they originally enrolled because
they change courses and those who leave the college entirely. Non-
completion encompasses all students who fail to complete their courses or
programmes of study, irrespective of their reasons (e.g. it includes those
students who leave because of a change in employment and those who
change courses). Evidence from research and my own professional
experience indicates that students may be ‘retained’ for varying lengths of
time (DfEE, 1995). Furthermore, some of those retained may not achieve
their qualification aim - particularly among students in inner city colleges
(FEDA, 1999). Successful completion refers to students who complete their
courses or programmes, even if they do not achieve their qualification aims

(Martinez, 1997a).

More research has been carried out into student retention in Higher

Education (HE) institutions than in the FE sector, although HE in England



faces less of a problem with retention (Hall, 2001) - although retention rates
have been found to vary markedly between universities (MacLeod, 2002).
However, compared to other countries, ‘the UK as a whole does relatively well
in the numbers of students it retains within its higher educaﬁon system to
successful completion of their degrees... The UK has one of the highest
graduation rates amongst the countries in the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD). Fewer students leave prematurely and
fewer fail to graduate than elsewhere’ (Hall, 2001:5-6). The National Audit
Office has described the statistics for HE as ‘very impressive’ (NAO, 2002:10).
However, student retention has been more of an issue in the FE sector. The
problem received official recognition in 1993 with the publication of an
influential report by the Audit Commission and Ofsted entitled Unfinished
Business (Audit Commission & Ofsted, 1993), which highlighted that rates of
non-completion in FE averaged 13 per cent for A-level courses and 18 per cent
for vocational courses — but in some institutions rates were thought to have

been as high as 80 per cent.

The issue of student retention is of importance to all involved in FE. Evidence
from Ofsted inspections has shown that poor rates of student retention are a
characteristic of failing colleges (Ofsted, 2004a), whereas successful colleges
have good retention rates (Ofsted, 2004b). If retention rates are low then this
lowers success rates that is the rate at which students successfully attain the
qualifications they have enrolled for. Student retention is also important
because it is a starting point for strategies to widen participation — research

shows that rates of non-completion are not the same for all groups of students



(e.g. IFF Research Ltd, 2000; McDougall, 2001; McGivney’s, 1996a; Martinez,
1997a; Martinez and Munday, 1998), making this an important inclusion issue.
The changing context in which FE colleges operate has also seen colleges
come under increasing financial pressure to address the problem of student

retention.

Retention in the FE Context

The issue of student retention in FE really came to prominence following the
incorporation of colleges, after the 1992 Further and Higher Education Act saw
colleges move out of local authority control (Hemsley-Brown, 2002). While this
reform brought much greater independence for colleges, it also brought them
within a common national funding system under the auspices of the Further
Education Funding Council (FEFC). The FEFC funding methodology introduced
the concept of funding ‘units of activity’, which were used to equalise levels of
funding across the sector, lower costs and drive expansion (Spours & Lucas,
1996). Thus, ‘The basic purpose of the funding mechanism was to focus on

recruitment, growth and course retention’ (Leney et al, 1998:4).

Under the FEFC, colleges came under increasing pressure to make better use of
management information and to develop targets as a way to improve the quality
of their provision and to raise standards (FEFC, 2001). Using data from
Individualised Student Records, the FEFC published national figures on the
performance of colleges against key performance indicators, enabling colleges to

compare their performance against equivalent institutions, as well as providing a



form of public accountability and allowing changes in performance to be
monitored over time (FEFC, 1999). These performance indicators included a
measure of student retention, referred to as ‘student in-year retention’, which took
account of transfers between qualifications (thereby providing a more accurate
measure of retention at the college level than simple rates of course completion).
Combined with the funding pressures that colleges were under, these
developments meant that ‘some colleges will be asked ever more pointed
questions as to why — given apparently similar student profiles — their retention

and achievement rates are less good than other colleges’ (Martinez, 1997a:10).

In 2001 the FEFC was replaced by a newly-formed planning and funding body
for post-16 education and training (outside HE), the Learning and Skills Council
(LSC). The LSC placed a central emphasis on raising quality and standards in
the sector, which has included the continued publication of national
‘benchmarking’ data for FE colleges. This was seen as allowing ‘colleges to
assess their performance and assists their planning of action to improve the
retention and achievement rates of their students’ (LSC, 2001:1). The LSC’s
benchmarking data reports college retention rates in much more detail than was
the case under the FEFC. Whereas the FEFC had concentrated on overall
retention rates for all full-time students in FE colleges, the LSC data on retention
and achievement is broken down according to course length (between long and
short courses), age group (distinguishing between 16-18 year olds and those
aged 19 plus) and qualification level (separating out data for level 1, level 2 and

level 3 qualifications). As the FEFC had done, data are also broken down



according to type of college (General FE and Tertiary Colleges, Sixth Form

Colleges and Tertiary Colleges).

Changes in the reporting of national FE data on retention make it harder to
ascertain trends over time, although the move towards providing a more detailed
breakdown of national level data promises to bring greater insight into the issue
(provided that the measures are kept stable and are not subjected to further
changes). The data that is available shows that the overall (median) retention
rate of full-time FE students remained constant at 87 per cent from 1995-96 to
1997-98 (FEFC, 1999:18), but that Sixth Form Colleges performed better (with
91% per cent in-year retention) than General FE / Tertiary Colleges (85 per cent

in-year retention).

The first retention figures published by the LSC, for the period 1997-98 to 1999-
2000, showed a continued trend of stability in overall retention rates — at around
79 per cent for long qualifications and 92 per cent for short qualifications (i.e.
those lasting less than 24 weeks) (LSC, 2001:2). For long qualifications at levels
2 and 3, which are the main focus of this thesis, mean retention rates in all
colleges for 1999-2000 were just under 80 per cent (78 per cent for 16-18 year
olds and 19+ students on level 2 courses, 78 per cent for 16-18 year olds on
level 3 courses, and 79 per cent for 19+ students) (LSC, 2001:15). Therefore,
nationally, one in five students enrolled were not completing these types of

courses.



Between 1999-2000 and 2001-02 retention rates showed slight increases across
the board, for those aged 16-18 and 19 plus, for long and short courses and
across all types of FE colleges. The greatest increases were in the retention
rates of Sixth Form Colleges and for long level 3 qualifications (LSC, 2003a:5).
However, overall retention rates (across all types of colleges) remained at around

the 80 per cent mark for long courses.

The more detailed attention paid by the LSC to retention and achievement data
reflects its emphasis on integrating planning and funding decisions with college
performance against key performance indicators. Under the LSC’s business
planning cycle, college plans are annually reviewed and approved before funding
is allocated (LSC, 2004), making it increasingly important for colleges that they
constantly seek to improve their rates of retention and achievement. Colleges
not only have this external funding incentive to improve student retention, but
must increasingly focus on their retention and achievement figures as part of a
wider movement towards greater self-assessment and self-improvement (DfES,
2006; Foster, 2005; LSC, 2003b & 2005a; QIA, 2007). Within this context the
issue of student retention appears tb be a higher priority than ever for FE

colleges.

The importance of student withdrawal is, of course, not only of significance for FE
colleges. It is also an important human issue for the individuals affected,
because ‘Students who withdraw can incur considerable financial, personal and
social costs’ (McGivney, 1996a:11). As well as sometimes causing individuals to

lose out financially (e.g. where course costs have been paid), withdrawal from a



course can lower confidence and self-esteem — and if the student had previously
had negative experiences of education at school then ‘this may reinforce earlier
feelings of inadequacy and failure’ (ibid:13). However, in some circumstances
withdrawal from a course can also represent a positive choice that is beneficial

for the individual (Bloomer & Hodkinson, 2000).

Student Retention in College A and College B

This study investigates issues conceming the retention of students in FE
colleges, taking as case studies the Business departments of two colleges,
referred to here as ‘College A’ and ‘College B’. The research aims to
investigate the extent to which these two colleges are effectively implementing
strategies designed to improve student retention. The rationale for choosing
these two colleges for the study was to look at retention in two similar but
different contexts. There were three main similarities between the two sites
chosen. Firstly, the two colleges are based in the same part of London,
serving an economically deprived area with a largely Black and Asian
population. Secondly, the retention rates in the two colleges were very similar.
Thirdly, similar courses were chosen — Level 2 and 3 Business Studies
courses. However, the two institutions are very different in size and character,
presenting the opportunity to explore different approaches to improving
retention with similar groups of students. Even taking all these points into
account, there was an element of pragmatism in selecting these two colleges
(particularly in relation to the dual considerations of ease of access and of

gaining permission to study in the two colleges).



The key characteristics of College A and College B are summarised in table
1.1 below, which is followed by more detailed descriptions of the two colleges,
the picture of student retention within each college and the main strategies

deployed to improve retention.

Table 1.1 — Characteristics of College A and College B

College A

College B

General FE College

Sixth Form College

Multi-site

Single-site

24,000 students (approx)

1,800 students (approx)

Offers extensive provision at level
2 and below, extending up to HE

Offers mainly level 3 courses

Mix of 16-18 year olds, adults and
a small number of 14-16 year olds

Vast majority of students aged 16-
18

63% of students from minority
ethnic groups

60%+ from minority ethnic groups

College retention rates ‘generally

College retention rates ‘generally

above national averages’ above those of similar colleges...
but still below the national average’
Average retention rates in
Business over the last 3 years of

89% (level 2) and 91% (level 3)

Average retention rate across
Business courses of 87% over the
last 3 years

College A

College A is one of the largest general FE colleges in England. The college
offers a very wide range of learning opportunities for students aged 14 to 19
and adults from entry level to level 3. There is also a significant HE provision.
The college has two main campus sites and in addition there are a number of
local, neighbourhood and specialist learning centres, many of which are
integrated with other community and business functions. The college has

three Centres of Vocational Excellence (CoVEs) and a number of learndirect

learning centres in the locality. The coliege is also one of the largest work-



based leaming providers in the area. The community which the college
serves is one of the most deprived boroughs in England. The prior
educational achievements of College A’s student intake are significantly below

the national average.

The college operates an open-access admissions policy, offers extensive
provision at level 2 and below, and has developed a distinctive unitised
curriculum. In 2003/04, there were over 24,000 individual students enrolled.
Over 75 per cent of these students lived in areas of high social and economic
deprivation and 63 per cent were from minority ethnic groups. The College A
Learning System Review report (2007) indicates that 24 per cent of students
on level 2 and 3 courses were in receipt of the Education Maintenance
Allowance. Students following entry and Foundation level courses accounted
for two thirds of all students. There were approximately 3,800 full-time
students, around 58 per cent of whom were adults (aged 19+), 41 per cent
were aged 16 to 18 and 2 per cent were 14 to 16 year olds. The college’s
mission is to provide inclusive learning for local communities by customising
learning to meet individual, business and community needs; by offering
learning that enables success and progression for all; and by stimulating and

responding to demand.

In the most recent inspection of College A, in 2004, inspectors judged the
provision to be good in six curriculum areas and satisfactory in five curriculum
areas. The inspection identified the college’s key strengths as being: highly

effective strategic leadership and governance; outstanding educational and
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social inclusion; outstanding range of effective partnerships and collaborative
working arrangements; innovative development of a credit framework
curriculum based on unit accreditation; effective open-access admissions
policy; good student support systems; significant contributors to local
regeneration; improving retention and pass rates in most curriculum areas;

and good accommodation and learning resources.

The following were identified by the inspectors as areas for improvement in
College A: retention and pass rates on some long courses; student punctuality
and attendance; overcrowding in some classrooms; proportion of teaching
and learning that is good or better; effective use of information and learning
technology in lessons; effectiveness of quality assurance arrangements in
some areas; use of targets for individual students in literacy, numeracy and
ESOL; teaching standards of staff supplied by third-party providers; and

aspects of work-based learning.

Retention on Business courses in College A

College monitoring data show that retention rates for all Business courses in
College A averaged 87 percent over the last three years (2003-4 to 2005-6).
In 2003-4 the retention rate for these courses was 89 percent, rising by two
percentage points the following year to 91 percent. However, there was a
sharp drop in 2005-6 to 81 percent completion. This drop occurred at a time of
financial difficulties for the college, which led to restructuring and the resultant
loss of management and lecturing posts within the Business department. The

consequences of this restructuring during the middle of the academic year

11



were that some unprofitable courses were closed down, and other courses
were merged. During this turbulent period many more students than normal
dropped out. As an ‘insider working in the college at the time, | observed that
some students left because the course they had originally enrolled for no
longer existed. Other students withdrew because they no longer had the
teachers they were familiar with and, in some cases, the sudden timetable
changes (to accommodate transfers and the merger of courses) resulted in
some students becoming demotivated. From speaking to students it was
apparent that some had chosen to leave Coliege A but were not being lost to
FE altogether, as several had chosen to go to other colleges to finish their
courses. These sudden changes in the Business area appear to be the main
reason behind the 9 percentage point drop in retention that occurred during

this year.

College B

College B is a Sixth Form College situated in one of the Greater London
Boroughs. It offers a wide range of academic and general vocational courses
to its students, the vast majority of whom are aged 16 to 18 and study full-
time. The proportion of students from minority ethnic groups (at over 60 per
cent) is much higher than that of the local community (36 per cent): 18 per
cent of the students at College B are Black African, 12 per cent are Black
Caribbean, 18 per cent are Pakistani, 7 per cent are Indian and 5 per cent are
Bangladeshi. The college has a high proportion of learners living in areas with
a high level of deprivation and approximately 52 percent of College B’s

students are in receipt of Education Maintenance Allowances. Most of

12



College B’s students are on level 3 courses. In 2003/04, around 79 per cent
of full-time equivalent learners were studying at level 3, 17 per cent at level 2

and just 4 per cent at level 1.

College B's most recent inspection report, from 2006, identified the key
strengths of the college as being: high success rates for many GCE A level
subjects; good subject teaching; very good behaviour and positive work ethic
of learners; broad range of courses with suitable progression pathways;
effective financial and capital project management; innovative projects that
widen opportunities for learners and encourage high progression rates to HE.
The main areas for improvement identified within the inspection report were:
the consistently low success rates of some courses; teaching that fails to meet
the individual needs of learners; quality assurance procedures lacking rigour
and not incorporating the views of learers; the poor quality and management

of tutorials; insufficient monitoring and evaluation by managers.

Retention on Business courses in College B

Data provided by College B show that retention on Level 2 Business courses
averaged 89 percent over the last three years (2003-4 to 2005-6), while the
average retention rate on Level 3 Business courses during the same period
was 91 percent. The retention rates at both of these levels have declined
during the last three years: by five percentage points at Level 2 (with rates of
92%, 89% and 87% from 2003-4 to 2005-6); and by two percentage points at
Level 3 (with rates of 92%, 92% and 90%). As in College A, this decline may

be a reflection of disruption caused to students as a result of a restructuring

13



exercise (in this case as a result of recommendations made following the
college’s last Ofsted inspection). Another factor which may be relevant is that
the level 3 IT programme, which had a poor record of performance, was
merged with the Business programme during this period. It seems likely that
having to absorb this poorly performing course had a knock-on effect on the

retention rate for Business.

Retention strategies in Colleges A and B

The main strategies being used to address student retention in Colleges A and
B were identified through my own knowledge as an insider in College A, from
reading the colleges’ handbooks and by talking to staff and students in the two
colleges. Both colleges were found to be implementing a similar range of
strategies to improve student retention. Using the work of Beatty-Guenter
(1994) and Johnston (2002), these retention strategies can be categorized as

sorting, supporting, connecting and transforming.

In terms of ‘sorting’, Colleges A and B both had an admissions process which
seeks to place students on the most appropriate course and selection takes
place on the basis of entry criteria. The colleges also had in place induction
systems which aim to provide students with the right information to ensure that
they are on the right course. The amount of work expected and type of
assessment are explained to the students. During induction students are also
assessed and given tests in English and Maths to ascertain any support needs,
for example the College B prospectus indicates that ‘All new students are

screened on entry to the College to assess their numeracy and literacy needs’

14



(p.4). The Student Handbook for Colilege A, meanwhile, promises students ‘a
comprehensive induction programme’ (p.11). Figure 1.2 outlines the elements

included as part of the induction programme in this college.

Figure 1.2 Elements of induction in College A (source: Student Handbook, p.11)

¢ An induction to the College and its facilities
e Meeting the course team, and Student Learning Advisor

e Getting all of the information you need about the course and its
demands

e Getting an assessment calendar that tells you how and when your
progress will be assessed

e Completing sample work, including a sample assignment

e Completing an Induction Assignment to make sure you are on the
right course and that you have a realistic chance of passing it

e Arranging any additional help, e.g. with English, Maths or a disability,
to make sure you succeed

e Set targets for learning which are individual to you and are monitored
regularly

The main strategies with a focus on ‘supporting’ the students revolve around
tutorial support. College A assigns to students a dedicated ‘learning advisor’ in
addition to tutorial support from a course lecturer, whereas in College B
students receive tutorials from their course tutor. In both colleges tutorial
support involved progress reviews of students’ work, drawing up action plans
(including Individual Learning Plans) and careers education programmes to
support leaming. Tutorials also offer students the opportunity to discuss with
their tutor or learning advisor any personal issues which may be affecting their
studies. Figure 1.3 shows what students in College B are told they can expect

from their tutorials.
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Other forms of support offered to students in the colleges are childcare support
(e.g. College A has five ‘modern, well equipped’ nurseries across its different
sites), information given through induction, careers education and guidance
services (including practical help to find work), counselling services, study
support and resources through the college libraries, additional learning support
for people with language difficulties, support for disabled students and financial
support (e.g. Educational Maintenance Allowance (EMA) and various other
support funds for students from disadvantaged backgrounds and those with
disabilities). In relation to the childcare facilities in College A, prospective
students are told in the Student Handbook that ‘it is important that you and your
child have excellent attendarnce, as these places are much sought after, and
places will not be held open if you do not attend’; similarly, students are
informed that they may be eligible for an EMA ‘payment of up to £30 a week,
depending on attendance at College’. Thus, from the outset, certain forms of

support are made conditional on students’ attendance.

Figure 1.3 Tutorials in College B (source: College Prospectus, p.6)

Your tutor will:
¢ help you settle into College life and deal with any problems you may have

e help you organise yourself and complete classwork and homework to
deadlines

e deliver a group tutorial every week that will help you develop your study,
interpersonal and information skills

e support your development through the use of a Progress File
e give you access to counselling, health and financial advice

e monitor your attendance, punctuality and progress

e keep you informed of College events and enrichment activities

¢ help you take "the next step” to University, another college or to employment.

16



Activities to ‘connect the student with the colleges included having Student
Representatives who represent the views of the students to the course
management, peer support networks for students, structured recreational
activities (particularly strongly emphasised in College A), student union facilities
and a student council. Course Representatives in College A ‘are elected to
represent the views of their classmates to the Student Union and College
Managers’ and ‘are given the opportunity to make recommendations for change
and to get your voice heard at the highest level'. Studénts are also represented
on the goveming bodies of the two colleges. Attendance and punctuality
policies and codes of conduct for students in the colleges can also be seen as
having a connecting function, as they set out a learning agreement contract
between the students and the colleges. These include specifying the rights of
students (e.g. a students’ charter).. Learning agreements also reinforced the
notion of reciprocal rights and responsibilities between the students and the

college.

Social facilities and enrichment activities also serve an important connecting
function. For example, College B provides a Student Centre where ‘students
meet to chat and get to know each other. Food, drink and shacks are on sale
throughout the day. The Centre is also used for College parties, concerts,
meetings and other student activities. The new conservatory offers a bright
and airy extension to the Centre where students can relax. In terms of
structured enrichment activities, College B has a ‘Student Enrichment Officer
who organizes clubs, groups, societies, projects, charities, cultural celebrations,

theme days, voluntary work and other activities’, which provides students with
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opportunities ‘to meet like-minded people and will help you develop a wide

range of skills and interests’. Similar facilities and activities are also offered by

College A.

Beatty-Guenter defines ‘transforming’ strategies as those which ‘attempt to
transform students from uncommitted to committed, from uninvolved to
involved, from passive to active, or from failure threatened to achievement
motivated’ (1994:121). Effective teaching and leamning is a central component
of transforming strategies. Both of the colleges had sound staff recruitment
policies in place to recruit qualified and specialised staff to teach. Continuous
inspection of teaching and learning was also a feature of both colleges as part
of their quality assurance processes. In both colleges students were given
‘open access’ to their course lecturers, encouraging and motivating them to
approach lecturers about their work and any other issues that may affect their
learning. In Colleges A and B the Business courses were continually reviewed,
developed and updated to meet awarding bodies’ requirements and to fulfil
students’ needs. Support services, including tutorials, also have a role in

transforming students into more effective and successful learers.

This chapter has outlined the importance of the issue of student retention in FE
and briefly described the two colleges in which my research was conducted.
College A is a large, multi-site General FE College, and College B is a much
smaller Sixth Form College. The former offers a wide range of provision to a

mix of young people and adults, whereas the latter caters mainly for 16-18 year
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olds on level 3 courses (although it has some level 2 provision, which is
included in this study). In both colleges over 60 percent of the students are
from ethnic minority communities. The Business departments within each
college each have achieved similar retention rates during the last 3 years,
around the 90 percent mark — thus, approximately one in ten students who
enrolled on Business courses in these colleges failed to complete their course.
The two colleges were found to be implementing a similar range of sorting,
supporting, connecting and transforming strategies to improve retention. In the
next chapter | will explore what research has found about the causes of student

withdrawal and the main strategies that have been proposed for improving

student retention.
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Chapter 2

Retention in Further Education

This chapter reviews the literature on student retention, focussing on what
research has found about the reasons for poor student retention, on the
strategies that have been recommended for improving retention and on some

of the gaps in the research literature.

There is a considerable body of literature on factors affecting student attrition
and strategies for improvement. While more research into student retention
has been carried out in higher education institutions than in further education,
this review considers both HE and FE research as the findings from the
former are relevant to this thesis. Although the main focus of this literature
review is on research conducted in the UK, reference is also made to relevant

literature from studies undertaken in other countries.

Explaining Poor Student Retention

Tinto’s model of student drop-out

The work of Tinto (1975) has been very influential within the literature on
student retention, as his contribution sought to synthesise previous studies
into student drop-out and to develop a theoretical model of student attrition (in
the context of the Higher Education system in the United States). Tinto was

critical of earlier work on retention which had failed to distinguish between
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different causes of student drop-out (e.g. resulting from voluntary withdrawal
or academic failure) and which had not adequately conceptualised the
problem. Drawing on Durkheim’s theory of suicide, Tinto argued analogously
that if the institution is viewed as a social system then ‘lack of integration into
the social system of the college will lead to low commitment and increase the
probability that individuals will decide to leave the college and pursue
alternative activities’ (1975:92). Student integration was conceived as
applying to two domains, the academic and the social — thus, student drop-out
was seen as something that could be caused by insufficient integration
academically (that is, poor academic achievement) or lack of integration into

the social activities of the college.

Tinto supplemented this conceptual approach to student drop-out with two
further elements that could contribute to a ‘predictive theory of drop-out'’:
details about individuals’ characteristics (e.g. gender, ability, ethnicity, social
status, expectations); and an analysis of drop-out as ‘a longitudinal process of
interactions between the individual and the academic and social systems of
the college’ (ibid: 94). Taking all of these elements into consideration, Tinto
argued that individuals’ commitment to completing their course and their
commitment to the institution interact with the academic system and with the
college social system (through attainment, intellectual development, peer-
group and faculty interactions) in ways that would either strengthen or weaken
their integration. Individuals’ goal commitments and institutional commitment
would correspondingly be affected by the degree of integration the student

had achieved, academically and socially.
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This focus on integration and students’ commitments did not mean that Tinto
ignored external pressures that might lead students to drop-out — but these
concepts provided the frame through which such pressures were understood.
Thus, Tinto stressed that students’ decisions about whether or not to continue

with a course involve a cost-benefit calculation:

With regard to staying in college, this perspective argues that a person will
tend to withdraw from college when he perceives that an alternative form of
investment of time, energies, and resources will yield greater benefits, relative
to costs, over time than will staying in college.

Tinto (1975:97-98)

In this way Tinto’s theory also took account of financial pressures and/or
labour market opportunities as important external factors which inform
individual decisions about whether to continue with a course or to drop-out.
However, Tinto (1982) subsequently acknowledged that there were limits to
this model, in that it did not give sufficient emphasis to the role of student
finances, did not adequately distinguish between behaviours leading to
institutional transfer and those leading to permanent withdrawal, and did not
highlight important differences in educational careers that are associated with
gender, ethnicity and social class. Swail, Redd and Perna (2004) later
criticised Tinto’s model for failing to take account of the impacts of external
factors such as finance, familial obligations and external peer groups in

sufficient depth.
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In 1988 Tinto expanded his model, making reference to a three stage process
of separation, transition and incorporation. Tinto argued that for a student to
consider themselves part of the college community, they must progress
through stages of leaving behind their former communities: after the initial
separation, there is a transition stage during which students struggle to cope
with the stresses of departing from their familiar environment, and so do not
completely understand or integrate into the new college environment; the
incorporation stage marks the student's eventual competency as an
institutional member. Once they have reached the incorporation stage the
student is no longer the person he or she once was, and in effect becomes a
new individual. Tinto therefore concluded that lack of integration into college
life may result from students’ inability to separate themselves from past

associations and to make the transition into the new community.

Tinto's social-psychological approach directs attention to the aims and
aspirations of students. According to this theory, retention ‘is a matter of
fulfiling students’ educational aims that reflect their educational aspirations’
which ultimately ‘relate to students’ lives and lifestyle, and how education fits
into their life aspirations’ (Moxley et al, 2001:39). This approach was further
developed by Bean and Eaton (2001) who looked at interactions between
students’ background, their attitudes and their experiences within institutions.
Although Tinto’s work has had a major influence on the literature on'student
retention, particularly in the United States, the danger of such a strong focus
on the social psychological dimension is that the role of wider structural

factors in student retention may be underplayed. It is to these wider structural
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factors — linked to demography, institutions and the nature of the education

system itself — that | will now turn.

Factors associated with student withdrawal from Further Education
The most influential and widely known body of work on student retention in FE
in England is that carried out by Martinez, which has focused both on the
factors affecting student retention and on strategies for improving retention.
Martinez and Munday's (1998) study 9,000 Voices: student persistence and
drop-out in further education was one of the largest studies of student
retention ever undertaken in the UK. This research involved a questionnaire
survey of 8,500 students in 31 colleges, with a further 500 students, teachers,
managers and other college staff involved in meetings and discussions. This
important study concluded that students ‘are more likely to drop out if they:

e do not feel that they have been placed on the most appropriate course;

e applied to college late;

o find it difficult to make friends;

e find it difficult to settle in at the beginning of their course;

o are less satisfied (than current students) that their course is interesting;

e are less satisfied with the quality of teaching;

e are less satisfied with their course timetable;

e are male;

o have difficult financial circumstances (older students) or family

circumstances (younger students)’ (Martinez & Munday, 1998:7).
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These findings support an earlier review of the research evidence undertaken
by Martinez (1995), which concluded that ‘withdrawn and current students can
be quite firmly distinguished by reference to their experience both before and
during their participation in college life; and that early leavers tended to show
less commitment to their programme of study and had sometimes chosen
college for negative reasons, such as having a poor experience of school’
(1995:17). The research showed that ‘respondents who had withdrawn had a
significantly lower opinion of the college than current students’ (ibid). In
particular this showed up in lower ratings given by withdrawn students to the
quality of teaching and academic support. Interestingly the views of staff
contrasted sharply with those of students. College staff tended to identify
financial, domestic and personal difficulties of students as the most likely
causes of withdrawal, while students tended to rate these as relatively
unimportant and placed more importance on factors relating to the course or

college.

Research by Spours (1997) also approached the issue through an
investigation into the views of FE staff, in order to balance what he perceived
as FEDA'’s concentration on the views of students. The staff he interviewed in
five London colleges felt that retention problems were closely linked to the
marketing success of their colleges in bringing in a wider range of students
and the pressure that colleges were under to recruit students. The staff felt
(but could not prove) that different courses had different retention rates and
that those with the better rates tended to be at higher levels and have a

clearer vocational focus, while those with lower retention rates were at lower
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levels and were more ‘generic’. Spours identified this as an issue which
deserved further research, but argued that most of the impetus for colleges to
focus on retention issues was derived from bureaucratic accountability and
financial pressures rather than educationally-focussed questions about

student achievement and progression.

In the thirty two years since Tinto’s theory of student retention was first
published, researchers and those working within further and higher education
institutions have grappled with the complexity of the problem of student drop-
out. A wide range of causal factors have been put forward to help explain why
students do not always complete their courses, and | will now outline in more

detail the major factors that have been associated with poor student retention.

Age, Gender and Ethnicity

National level data derived from Individual Student Records by the FEFC for
1994-5 indicated that: students aged 25 and over were less likely than
younger students to withdraw from courses; males (with a non-completion rate
of 12 per cent) were slightly more likely to drop out than females (with a drop-
out rate of 10 per cent); Black Caribbean and other Black students had
relatively higher withdrawal rates than those from other ethnic backgrounds;
and full-time students from Pakistani backgrounds who were aged 19 and
over also had relatively higher withdrawal rates (Martinez, 1997a:44-45).
These figures should be treated with caution, however, both because of their
age and also because other studies present a more complex picture of the

interactions between age, gender, ethnicity and student retention.
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Nonetheless, the FEFC data provide some indication of the national picture of
student retention, which has not been reproduced in this level of detail in more

recent years.

A study of 500 non-completers of Modern Apprenticeships in five sectors
(Care, Hospitality, Retail, Motor and Electro-technical) by IFF Research Ltd
(2000) found that ‘reasons [for leaving] vary widely by age, gender and
sector, and that most of the reasons for leaving did not relate directly to the
training component of the Apprenticeships. Rather, for these apprentices, the
most common reasons for non-completion were getting a new job, the
difficulty of combining training with the workload of the job, problems at work

and personal issues.

Students’ age has also been found to be linked to different reasons for non-
completion. McGivney's (1996a) research into drop-out among mature
students distinguished different categories of non-completion, including ‘non-
starting’, ‘transfer’, ‘academic failure’ and ‘interrupted learning’ and noted that
the reasons for withdrawal vary according to student group, the nature of the
institution and the subject studied. Mature students were found to be more
likely than those of standard age to give non-academic reasons for leaving a
course of study. However, McGivney'’s review of studies on the impact of age
on retention in further, higher and aduit education found the evidence was

complex and ‘generally inconclusive’ (ibid:67).
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Longitudinal research in Scotland by McDougall (2001) used a statistical
analysis of the management information system at Cardonald College in
Glasgow over a 9-year period (from 1991 to 1999) to explore the reasons for
non-completion. This data was supplemented by student interviews during
1999/2000. McDougall found that social background, the age of students and
the level of course they were on all had an impact on retention rates. The
greatest attrition was found to be amongst younger students on full-time non-
advanced courses: the age groups under 18, 18-21 and 22-24 on non-
advanced full-time courses recorded very high rates of loss, at 30.5 per cent,
30.5per cent and 38.2 per cent respectively. Social class was also highlighted
as an important factor affecting retention, but this study found no statistically

significant differences between male and female students.

While McDougall did not identify gender as a significant factor affecting
student retention in this particular college, other research suggests that
gender can have a bearing on student drop-out. However, there is no
consensus on whether it is male or female students who are at greatest
risk of non-completion. Martinez and Munday (1998) concluded that male
students were more likely to drop out than female students: ‘In most of the
colleges, men were over-represented and women were under represented
among the groups of withdrawn students. The research findings indicate
that male students are slightly more likely to drop out than female students’
(Martinez & Munday 1998:19). However others have highlighted factors
making female students more at risk of dropping out. Research conducted

in 24 colleges by the Responsive College Unit in 1998 found significant
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variations in retention rates among female students. For full-ime female
students these varied from a minimum of 33 per cent to a maximum of 68 per
cent (RCU 1998:3). The work of McGivney (1992, 1993) identified reasons
such as personal and domestic factors as hindering women's access to

participation and progression in education.

National level research from the English ISR (FEFC, 1996) found that Black
Caribbean and Black ‘Other students tended to have higher withdrawal rates,
particularly among 16-18 year old male students. In contrast white part-time
adult students had relatively low withdrawal rates. Martinez and Munday’s
(1998) study also found that in some colleges students from minority ethnic
groups were more likely to leave early, in many cases because of cultural and
language barriers. However, they qualified this by saying that, in their
study, ‘ethnicity did not appear to influence drop-out in a very significant
way, and where it did, it operated somewhat differently across the four
colleges involved’ (1998:21-2). They concluded from this that national
trends did not operate uniformly across colleges and that ‘variations in
drop-out between different ethnic groups at the institutional level will be
greater than at the national level' (ibid:22). This view is supported by
Barwuah et al (1997), who found a reversal of the national picture in a
selection of urban colleges, in that it was white students and older students
who had the highest drop-out rates in these institutions. Meanwhile,
research conducted in Tower Hamlets College by Hooper (2000) found that

Bangladeshi and Afro-Caribbean students had higher withdrawal rates than
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those from other backgrounds; and an earlier study of retention in HE also found

higher withdrawal rates among Afro-Caribbean students (Singh, 1990).

The tentative conclusion to be drawn from these studies is that, nationally,
younger students are generally at greater at risk of non-completion than
older students (although as students become older the reasons why they
withdraw change). Males tend to have an increased likelihood of drop-out
than females, although for some courses the opposite may be the case.
The available data also suggest that students from certain ethnic minority
backgrounds are more likely to drop-out, with Black Caribbean and other
Black students particularly at risk. However, it is important to be aware
that these associations can vary according to the type of college and

course.

School to College Transition

The failure to make a successful transition from school to college has been
frequently cited as one of the causes of non-completion in FE (e.g. Davies,
1999; HUCS, 2002; Henderson & Nelson, 2003; Mackie, 1998; Thomas,
2000; Tinto, 1975). Issues of transition are interesting because they do not
neatly fit into either category of ‘institutional’ or ‘external’ causes of student
drop-out. By definition, transition problems are about both the individual
student’s prior educational experiences at school (including motivational,
attitudinal and behavioural factors arising from the school experience) and
the steps that colleges can take to help the student to adapt to the new

environment. Thomas (2000), Mackie (1998) and Tinto (1975) have all
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highlighted the importance of students finding and developing friendship
and support networks in order to be able to integrate successfully into the

FE environment.

Studies by Martinez (1995) and Weiss (1990) indicate that students’
experience of starting college after GCSE is a personal challenge and a
period of upheaval and transition which they can find very stressful (see also
Szulecka et al, 1987; Earwalker, 1992; Vernberg & Field, 1992). This is
especially the case for students who may have performed poorly at GCSE
and whose self-confidence and learning identity may be fragile. A report
by the Audit Commission and Ofsted (1993) found a relationship between
poor retention and students’ previous GCSE results, in particular for those
on A level programmes. Difficulties in adjusting to advanced level courses
and/or problems in integrating into the college environment can result in poor
attendance and behavioural problems, both of which have been found to put

students at greater risk of dropping out (Coard et al, 1997).

Difficulties in adapting to college courses are not unique to younger learners
entering college directly from school, but have also been found to lead to early
withdrawal among adult learners, McGivney (1996a) distinguished reasons
for early withdrawal from courses by adult learners from those which lead to
later withdrawal. Reasons for early withdrawal include:

e frustrated expectation (of course/institution);

e inappropriate or rushed course choice;

e lack of preparedness for level of work;
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e insufficient background knowledge/grounding in a subject;

e workload and time commitment greater than anticipated,

o lack of academic skills such as essay writing, note taking;

e difficulties in settling in and integrating into the social and academic life
of an institution;

e lack of support from ‘significant others’.

Factors associated with later withdrawal include:
e changes in personal circumstances;
o work-related factors;
e achievement of desired goals;
¢ long duration of programme of study (leading to demotivation);

o fear of or unpreparedness for examinations (ibid.86).

Problems of student transition and adjustment to FE college courses are
bound up with questions about the adequacy of the information, advice and
guidance which direct students on to courses in the first place. Not
surprisingly, student drop-out has frequently been linked with a failure of
guidance — a major conclusion of FEDA’s (1999) study. Foreman-Peck and
Thompson's (1998) small-scale study followed a group of 19 students on a
GNVQ Advanced Business course, almost all of whom failed to complete
successfully. They found that these students did not appear to have had
access to sufficient independent advice, guidance and information and that a

variety of other factors — such as teachers’ assumptions about their ability,
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and the college’s desire to fill places in the course — had led to them joining

the course.

In short, it appears that there can often be difficulties of transition for both
younger and older learners, making it difficult for some students to
successfully integrate into college academic and social life, increasing the

likelihood that they may withdraw.

Type and Level of Course

The course and qualification for which students enrol has also been found
to be linked to the likelihood of withdrawal — in terms both of the level of
course studied and the actual subject area. Martinez's analysis of national
level data concluded that ‘There is a strong suggestion.... that retention
rates vary inversely with the level of programme studied... withdrawal rates
for programmes at entry, level 1 and level 2 are higher than programmes
at level 3' (1997a:47). In relation to ‘substantial qualitative and
quantitative’ FEDA research on GNVQs, Martinez and Munday reached an
even firmer conclusion, arguing that this research had demonstrated ‘quite
unequivocally that factors affecting persistence and drop-out may vary in
different types of qualification, programme area, mode of attendance, etc.’
(1998:58). There is also evidence that different types of course have
different outcomes in terms of student retention. For example, McGivney
(1996a) found that students studying science or technology subjects were
more likely to give academic or course-related reasons for withdrawing than

those studying arts or humanities subjects.
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Payne’s (2000) analysis of data from the England and Wales Youth Cohort
study looked at the success rates of young people who reached school
leaving age in the summer of 1995. This study uncovered wide variations in
the success rates of students taking different post-16 qualifications, with City
and Guilds courses, NVQs (at levels 3 and 4) and GNVQ level 1 courses all
carrying a higher risk of being unsuccessful. Meanwhile A levels, BTEC
courses and higher level GNVQ courses carried a lower risk of the students
being unsuccessful. While Payne’s data does not strictly relate to retention, it
is suggestive of differences associated with different types of course or

qualification.

It is also constructive to contrast the drop-out rate of 78 per cent from work-
related training courses found by Wilkinson (1995) with the rate of just under
20 per cent amongst A level FE students that was found by Fielding, Belfield
and Thomas (1998). However, the work of Fielding, Belfield and Thomas also
cast some doubt on the importance of the type of course in student retention.
They conducted an analysis of 2,648 A level students in nine English further
education, sixth form and tertiary education colleges, finding an overall
attrition rate (based on the number of enrolments) of 19.6 per cent. While
some students dropped one or more of a humber of A levels for which they
were enrolled, the researchers concluded that most of the drop-outs were full
drop-outs rather than partial and that the propensity to drop-out pertained
more to the individual's decision about education than to particular courses.

They also found that students’ prior attainment at GCSE is a major
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explanation of the rate of drop-out and more important than the effects which
may be attributable to the individual colleges, a finding which challenged

FEDA's emphasis on the ability of colleges to make a difference.

Most of the evidence on student retention and the type and level of course
for which students are enrolled points to the existence of variations
according to these two factors. While it appears that drop-out rates tend to
be higher for lower level courses, it is very difficult to discern clear patterns
according to the type of course students are on (because the relationship
between retention and type of course is highly variable and is further
complicated by the fact that different qualifications are also part of this

equation).

Quality of Teaching and Leaming

The National Audit Office (2002), Martinez (2001), Morgan (2001), NATFHE
(2000), Ogunieye (2000), Davies (1999) and McGivney (1994) have all
contributed to the debate about the impact that the quality of teaching and
learning has on student retention. This research provides a good deal of
evidence indicating that good quality teaching is important for promoting
student retention: As suggested by Martinez, ‘withdrawal rates may be higher
where there is: uninspiring, boring and unstructured teaching; poor group
ethos; poor course organisation and staff-student communication; and a
mismatch between the largely ‘activist’ and ‘hands-on’ learning preferences of
students and the more theoretical preferences of the teachers’ (Martinez

2001:4). Bloomer and Hodkinson (1997) found that many students
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considered the way they were taught lacked imagination, particularly in
subjects such as Science and Engineering on which teaching was found to

be less interactive and too didactic.

Braxton et al (2000), building on Tinto’s earlier theoretical work, undertook
a longitudinal study of 718 American university students which found that
techniques of active learning could enhance student integration, thereby
reducing the likelihood of drop-out. Drawing on Bonwell and Eison’s
definition, they define active learning as ‘any class activity that involves
students in doing things and thinking about the things they are doing’. The
types of active learning activities that were identified included ‘discussion,
questions faculty ask students in class, co-operative learning, debates,
role playing, and the questions that faculty ask on course examinations’
(Braxton et al, 2000:571). Thus, while active learning applies mainly to
teaching and learning, it can also be incorporated to enhance course

assessment.

Davies (1999), like Martinez (2001), emphasised the factors that lie within the
control of colleges. Drawing on findings from research by FEDA on non-
completion of GNVQ courses (based on a survey of over 3,000 current and
withdrawn students), Davies concluded that levels of student satisfaction in a
number of course-related areas was linked most strongly with rates of non-
and unsuccessful completion. These were: induction and the degree to which
it was felt that the GNVQ chosen was the right course; the level of interest

generated by the content of the course; the perceived quality of teaching, the
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relationship with teachers; and the help and support they provided (Davies,

1999).

The available evidence points strongly to quality of teaching and learning
as a key factor in student retention, with more active forms of learning seen
as being important. However, we cannot know precisely what the effects of
quality of teaching and learning are on student withdrawal because of the
difficulty of defining and measuring ‘good quality teaching and learning’.
Nonetheless these studies, based heavily upon students’ reported
satisfaction, lend strong support to the common-sense supposition that the
quality of teaching and learning plays an important role in supporting

student retention.

Students’' Commitment and Motivation

The importance of student motivation in their retention can be seen from the
fact that, in the LSC’s National Learner Satisfaction Survey, maintaining
personal motivation was identified as the second most commonly occurring
‘difficulty’ that FE students experience. Twenty per cent of students surveyed
highlighted this as a problem, which was second only to the difficulty of
'managing to fit course commitments in with other commitments at home'
(LSC, 2005b:29). Earlier surveys have also stressed the importance of
students’ motivation. Barwuah ef al (1997), in a survey of 835 students in 8
urban FE colleges, found that the most significant factor affecting retention
was student commitment and motivation. Inability to cope with course

demands, low levels of ability and poor language and key skills were also
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contributory factors. Those who had poor records of attendance or
behavioural problems at school were also more likely to drop-out. Thorpe
(1991:73) notes that successful study is often related to the strength of
motivation of the individual student; and research by Miller (1990) reported
that lack of motivation and interest accounted for 48 per cent of the reasons

given for early withdrawal among US students.

Bloomer and Hodkinson (2000) offer an alternative view of student
commitment and motivation, seeing it not as a ‘problem’ to be addressed but
as something that inevitably changes as students’ lives outside college
change. They argue that much research on retention has been based on a
series of false assumptions. These are: students’ wants, needs and interests
remain constant throughout the course; that the prime causes of drop out lie
within the influence, if not the control, of teachers and college procedures; that
learning on the course must have been unsatisfactory; that the only
appropriate time to change educational or career direction is after a course
has been completed; that dropping out from a course is different from and
more serious than other deviations from an intended career pathway. These
assumptions are challenged by Bloomer and Hodkinson who reject the
emphasis of Martinez and others on those factors which are potentially within

the control of colleges.

Bloomer and Hodkinson (1999) followed 79 Year 11 pupils from school into

college over a two-year period, and found that many of these students

significantly changed their intentions. Thus, ‘As learning careers change it is
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not always appropriate to finish something which was started at a time when
interests and aspirations were quite different’ (ibid:114). Many students
changed their career intentions and objectives during the course of the study,
and they did so for a wide variety of reasons, including changing interests,
their experience at college, and outside influences. The students had
complex and varying sets of ‘needs’ which were not amenable to any simple
formulation. Bloomer and Hodkinson concluded that all colleges can do is to
try to develop an ‘accepting’ culture, strengthen student-tutor relationships
and accept that student and college desires do not always coincide. They
argued that management approaches in FE ’are likely to flounder because so
many of the factors which influence student learning lie beyond their control

and even their influence’ (ibid:111).

The role of student commitment and motivation brings us back to the work
of Tinto and the importance which his theoretical model attached to
students’ goal commitments and commitment to the institution. In the
absence of the motivation to do well in their courses, students are unlikely
to achieve and to feel well integrated, and so are more likely to drop out.
Like the quality of teaching and learning, motivation may therefore be seen
as a ‘common sense’ explanation for student drop-out. However, Bloomer
and Hodkinson remind us of the complexity of students’ ‘needs’, suggesting
that motivation is shaped by interactions taking place within the college and
also in the student’s life outside college. It therefore seems necessary to
adopt a dynamic view of student commitment and motivation as a factor

which is vitally important in student retention, but which is also subject to
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fluctuation at the level of the individual, and which interacts with other

factors in the student's life.

Financial Constraints and Employment

There have been different views about the links between financial pressures
and student retention. Some have argued that financial constraint is a key
reason why potential learners may not enter further education in the first place
and that it leads to drop-out among those who do become students (see for
example HUCS, 2002; Henderson & Nelson, 2003; HEFCE, 1997; Mackie,
1998; NATFHE, 2000; Thomas, 2002). Others have argued that there are no
differences in the financial situations of students who do and who do not
withdraw from their courses (e.g. Davies, 1999; Gordon et al, 2002; Martinez,
2001). Kerkvliet and Nowell (2004) suggest that the background of students
(e.g. whether there was a need to work to support studies) has an impact on

whether financial considerations influence students' withdrawal behaviour.

Martinez and Munday (1998) note in their research that early withdrawal is
linked to financial constraints and the desire to take up employment,
particularly amongst women and older students. Studies carried out by
FEU (1994), BTEC (1993) and the Audit Commission and Ofsted (1993)
also concluded that financial and employment factors are linked to poor
retention. As Tinto had argued in the 1970s, it appears from these studies
that students may indeed weigh the cost of continuing with their course
against the benefits and that they withdraw when the costs of continuing with

their course outweigh the benefits.
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A study of early leavers from youth training schemes found that the most
common reasons for leaving early reported by trainees were that they
‘obtained a job, they were not earning enough money, and they were not
happy with the way the programme was run or they were not getting the
training they wanted’ (ORC International, 1999:1). Also, ‘a good experience
while on employer placements was critical to the perceived success of the
programme and a key determinant of completion’ (ibid). Wilkinson (1995)
reported a study of 250 young people aged 16-24 living in peripheral housing
estates in Sunderland in the North East of England. He charted the
connections between economic disadvantage, histories of family
unemployment, residential insecurity and rejection of schooling on the one
hand and continuing non-participation in education and training on the part of
the young people studied. Thirty-six per cent of those studied had been on
some form of training programme, but 78 per cent of these had failed to
complete them. He concluded that non-participation by these young people
was a manifestation of ‘a much wider social malaise’, a major component of
which was the lack of employment opportunities in their area. Similarly, Frank
and Houghton (1997), in a study of 400 adult drop-outs from FE, found that
students often left courses for a combination of reasons, and that 60 per cent
of these reasons were unrelated to the course or college. The most common
were job ch<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>