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Introduction
1. 
Official data for 2004-5 published by HEFCE (May 2006) show the continuation/qualifying rate for full-time first degree students at York St John standing at 86%. This is 1% better than benchmark and a 1% improvement on 2003-4. The same dataset reveals more dramatic improvements for certain categories of student: the continuation/qualifying rate for full-time first degree mature entrants has risen from 80% to 87% (much better than benchmark); for young full-time first degree students from low participation neighbourhoods it has risen from 80% to 83% over the same two years. 
2. 
The data for 2004-5 are important because it is the first year in which we could have expected an impact from the sustained policy and practice developmental work done by the institution (especially, but not only, through the Retention, and the Part-time/flexible, Working Groups) on matters relating to retention started in 2002-3. The outcomes, as captured by the official statistics, are very good news; not only for the institution but also, of course, for those students who have continued and qualified who might not have done so in the past. 

3. 
However, now is not a time to be complacent. For example, we must bear in mind that: 
· the overall 2004-5 continuation/qualifying rate for full-time first degree students still does not get us to the rate of 90% recorded for 2001-2 or the 92% for 1999-00

· we have made no progress against benchmark for the non-continuation rate of our young full-time first degree students from low participation neighbourhoods

· our withdrawal/termination rate for level 1 students increased from 9.3% in 2003-4 to 10.6% in 2004-5.
4. 
In the light of these facts, and especially the last, it seems appropriate and timely to look now at ways in which we can build systematically on the progress made so far in improving our continuation/qualifying rates. In doing so it is wise to consider various contextual factors:
· The increased financial risks of failing to maximise full-time undergraduate continuation rates with the introduction of variable fees for these students from 2006-7
· A highly competitive sector in which institutional reputation for a high quality student experience is extremely important and  high rates of student success and employability are becoming ever more critical factors in student decision-making
· The continuing centrality of widening participation to York St John’s Mission, vision and values 
· Increasing research evidence on what makes an effective “retention” strategy, especially for first-time entrants at Level 1.


5. 
The proposals below reflect the position that Level 1 study is distinctive in terms of its critical role in ensuring students make a successful transition to higher education study. The more we can ensure our structures, systems and practices maximise the chances for as many students as possible to make a successful transition, as early as possible, the more we enhance their later experiences at university, and our reputation as a university committed to all students achieving their full potential. To achieve this we must ensure that, as far as possible, potential students and new entrants have clear expectations of what we are offering, what they can expect from us and what we expect of them. This is the principle underpinning the following proposals.
6. 
Evidence


National quantitative and qualitative research evidence (and practice in some HEIs) reveals that the transition to successful HE study for a wide range of students, including some with very good ‘A’ level performance but especially those from low participation neighbourhoods and/or families with no HE experience, requires careful attention to the pace of learning, the distribution and preparation for assessment, and the nature of academic support provided during the first level/year.  The key findings are:
· Clarity and accuracy of student expectations is a critical factor in successful transition to university study;
· whilst the first 6-8 weeks of study bring especially high risk of ‘drop-out’, there are equally significant other high risk “moments” in the academic year: the period after Christmas in the run-up to end of semester summative assessments and the semester 1 summative assessment period itself;

· learning support mechanisms which are closely aligned with the delivery of the curriculum work best in terms of assisting the transition to successful study.  It is essential to ensure that  academic support is delivered efficiently, effectively and consistently;
· formal monitoring and tracking of student progress needs to be implemented very regularly and not just at key points (assessment boards/panels) in the academic cycle.  Responsibility for follow-up actions must be clearly defined and delivered;

· the quality of pre-entry information and advice can significantly affect successful transition to higher education study.  Pre-entry courses can be very effective in reducing ‘drop-out’ in the first weeks of the academic session, and especially for some types of learners (ie. those returning to formal learning; students from families with no previous HE experience);
· the quality and timelines of formal and informal feedback to students on their performance (in assessments but also in other aspects of studying) are critical factors in relation to successful transition or, conversely, withdrawal;
· formal and systematic monitoring of attendance can help in early identification of students ‘at risk’.

7. 
The following proposals are informed by this evidence and also some current and planned structures, policies and procedures at other universities including De Montfort, Lincoln, Chester, Huddersfield, and Leeds. 
The proposals apply to Level 1/Year 1 undergraduate programmes and students only, and changes agreed following this consultation will be implemented for the 2007-8 academic session. There will be changes to Level 1 structure and delivery systems for 2007-8.
A. Curriculum Structure
(i) Programmes would normally have a 120 credit compulsory module diet at Level 1. There would be no elective modules at Level 1.
Rationale: removing the necessity for new students to make immediate choices on entry about what they will study will increase clarity of student expectations by facilitating clear, unequivocal and comprehensive pre-entry academic guidance and, importantly, enhance students’ ability to prepare for study. It can also bring greater coherence and simplicity to programme induction processes.

Added benefits of this structure should include: greater clarity about, and possibly earlier publication of, the Level 1 timetable; reduced pressure on Registry, Faculty offices and academic staff during enrolment/registration; 
Process: The new module diet (and any necessary module amendments) should be approved by the Faculty Quality Enhancement Committees on a rolling basis and reported to PSC during 2006-7. Modules no longer to be offered should be archived or deleted from the module database. Programmes will need to ensure that the compulsory diet is an appropriate preparation for Level 2 study. Where current Level 1 optional modules are a pre-requisite for modules at Level 2, programmes may need to seek approval for amendments to modules in the compulsory diet to retain the particular progression opportunity.
(ii)  Programmes should define, describe and publish clear part-time routes through their full module diet across all levels of study.
Rationale: This is in line with the key purpose of this discussion paper, namely to ensure as far as possible that potential students and new entrants have clear expectations of what we are offering, what they can expect of us and what we expect of them.

Process: As in A (i) above.
(iii) In line with A(i) above, the Level 1 Joint Honours structure be reviewed to reconsider, in particular, the academic skills modules. The review should consider explicitly the proposal that these modules be replaced by subject modules drawn wherever possible from the specialist programme compulsory diet.

Rationale: Although the academic study skills modules have often been highly regarded by students, they do require students to make early choices between their two chosen subjects. Providing subjects in the JHF are willing to incorporate these skills into their academic subject modules, students can benefit from greater simplicity in their Level 1 study programme and still acquire important skills for successful HE study. The review may wish to consider other aspects of the Level 1 Joint Honours structure and student experience, but this is not a re-validation exercise and the review will be limited only to matters which relate directly to achieving the broad intentions of this discussion paper.
Process:  The Head of Joint Honours and the Joint Honours CQEP will undertake the review of the structure of Level 1 in the JHF and report conclusions and recommendations to PSC during 2006-7 for approval.
(iii) Exceptions to the structure described in A(i) above to be considered by PSC on receipt of the case(s) from Faculty Quality Enhancement Committees.

Programmes may be exempted from the general requirement under A(i) above on production of a case for exemption. The case might be based on the documented necessity to meet external requirements (eg. demands of a PSRB, or an employer) and/or clear documented evidence that market (student) demand would be significantly and adversely affected by the change. The key to exemption will be the rigour and robustness of the evidence supporting the case.
B. Learning & Teaching Strategies
(i) In the process of constructing the compulsory Level 1 module diet, teams should be encouraged to weigh the potential advantages of ‘front-loading’ F2F contact and ‘end-loading’ SOL and independent learning activities. 
Rationale: The first 6-8 weeks of study is considered by all the available research evidence to be critical to successful transition. It is important during this period to have mechanisms in place to identify as early as possible those students “at risk” of failing to make the transition. More contact in these weeks relative to the remainder of the year can contribute to this early risk identification and to putting in place measures to mitigate it. Any adjustments must try to avoid creating new “high risk moments” in the Level 1/Year 1 experience for students.
Process: Module amendments can be accommodated in the process described in A(i) above.

(ii) Programme teams must be encouraged to engage more fully with the integration of formative assessment in Level 1 (and especially semester 1) modules, as per the change to our assessment regulations for modules in 2004-5.
Rationale: Constructive and timely feedback, especially where this is developmental rather than summative, has been shown to play a key part in successful transition to higher education study.

Process: Can be managed through module amendment process.

C. Learner Progression and Development 
(i) Faculties to introduce a formal and required system of “Participation Monitoring”.  This would include not only monitoring attendance at formal teaching sessions but also monitoring engagement with web-based or other forms of supported learning opportunities required by a module/programme.
Rationale: Tracking of student progress is very important in identifying students “at risk” of not progressing and/or withdrawing. Monitoring participation, in the sense of attendance at taught sessions and “active attention” to supported learning activities is one dimension of tracking. 

Process: The University of Leeds “Code of Practice on Attendance for Students on Taught Programmes” may be a helpful starting point for the introduction of a system here. The Retention & Re-Examination Working Group should be tasked to discuss this and bring forward proposals to ASC and Academic Board during 2006-7.
(ii)   The function of monitoring and overseeing Level 1 academic progression in all undergraduate programmes should be explicitly assigned to one or more members of academic staff
Rationale: The danger with any modular scheme is that information about student progress and development is fragmented. Early intervention is essential to ensuring successful transition. The function referred to involves monitoring and tracking students at Level 1, and ensuring appropriate follow-up actions are taken with ‘at risk’ students as early as possible: for example, organising additional academic subject support, assisting with referral to Writing Support Tutors, referral to IT Learning Support opportunities. This function would also include responsibility for student induction and oversight of the Level 1 student experience. Ideally, this function should be explicitly incorporated into roles being considered currently as an outcome of the academic management re-structuring.
Process: Faculty Management Teams and the Executive Group to consider this function in determining the academic structure and roles within Faculties. A common allowance within the academic workload model for performing this function might be considered. 
(iii) The Faculties to consider whether there remains a need for the Academic Tutor role at Level 1
Rationale: There is some evidence from students (anecdotal, from the SU, and more systematic both qualitative and quantitative) that the operation of the current Academic Tutor system is variable across the institution: see, for example, the last NSS ratings for “academic support”. Front-loading F2F teaching and learning at Level 1, coupled with the new focus on Level 1 progression monitoring and academic support, may mean that Faculties do not see the need to also continue with the Academic Tutor role – unless, of course, they have documented evidence that it is working well and the changes referred to here would add to but not replace the need for it. The present author does not favour an Academic Tutor system if it adds value (as so often) only for relatively few students who are already confident in raising issues or airing their concerns and problems, and/or it does not operate in a sufficiently similar way across the institution to guarantee parity of student experience of academic support. With the changes proposed above, and with the enhanced access to, and visibility of, student personal and learning support services in Holgate and the Learning Centre our present system might need radical change. 

Process:  Faculty Quality Enhancement Committees to determine a Faculty strategy for “Personal Academic Tutoring” drawing on evidence from other universities such as that contained in the attached paper summarising the recent HEA Conference.
(iv) Faculties should consider any implications of the changes to the structure and processes for monitoring and supporting students at Level 1 for the function and role of Academic Tutors (and other support mechanisms) at Levels 2 and 3.

Rationale: It is sensible to consider any potential consequences of changes at Level 1 on the appropriate student academic support mechanisms needed at subsequent levels of study.

Process: As in C(iv) above.
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