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Introduction
 Higher education sector 

experiencing comprehensive 
reform

 Resources targeted to improve 
access and participation rates

 Focus on students from low 
socioeconomic backgrounds and 
building links to disadvantaged 
schools

 National targets for teaching and 
learning quality and equity 
outcomes
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Institutional Data • Helps understand the 
institution and context

• Helps describe 
weaknesses and 
strengths

• Datasets frequently 
underutilised

• Retention, access and 
completion intensively 
studied but still many 
unanswered questions

• Need to translate the 
knowledge gained into 
action
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“It is one thing to understand why students 
leave; it is another to know what institutions can 
do to help students stay and succeed.” (Tinto)

“The most meaningful way to differentiate your 
company from your competition, the best way to 
put distance between yourself and the crowd, is 
to do an outstanding job with information…

How you gather, manage, and use information 
determines whether you win or lose."  
(Bill Gates)



Context of the University of Newcastle
 Excels in providing pathways to university 

for students from a range of equity groups
 Well developed links to high schools in 

disadvantaged areas
 Multiple pathways (enabling programs, 

TAFE)
 Rapid growth in the past five years
 35,300 enrolments, 3% share of CGS load
 46% of its commencing UG students are 

current school leavers 
 28% of domestic students low SES
 Indigenous student numbers have increased 

by 63% since 2005 (> 600 students)
 Convened a Student Experience and 

Engagement Reference Group in 2009
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Planning, Quality and Reporting (PQR)

PQR established in January 2009, 
responsible for:

 coordination of strategic and operational 
planning processes

 load projections, management and 
reporting

 all surveys and reporting on surveys

 monitoring, evaluating and reporting 
against strategic KPIs

 strategic data analysis projects

 coordinating quality assurance activities

 facilitating a culture of continuous 
improvement
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PQR cont:
 Targeted recruitment to build a high 

performing team (statisticians, qualitative 
data analysts, planning and quality officers, 
business analysts)

 Management information system (DW and 
reporting tools) linking data over time from a 
variety of sources

 Range of surveys of students and staff 
allowing open ended comments

Report on five of the studies conducted during 
2009 and 2010 to assess the impact of 
initiatives to improve the student experience 
and student retention.
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Studies for discussion
 What proportion of commencing students complete admission and 

enrolment but withdraw before census?
 How well do students who enter undergraduate studies through an 

‘enabling program’ pathway succeed?
 What is the impact of prior learning on success of students in maths 

courses?
 What percentage of UG students complete and how long does it 

take?
 What do students think are the factors that affect their learning and 

their overall experience?

Sources of data and methods
• Student load and student characteristics
• Secondary School educational background (linking with UAC 

data)
• Longitudinal tracking of specific cohorts of students and their 

educational outcomes 
• Student feedback surveys



STUDY ONE
What proportion of commencing students complete admission and 
enrolment but withdraw before census?
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Study One Results

• Decrease in 
attrition across most 
faculties

• Attrition in 
Business and Law 
stable and low (early 
adoption of targeted 
orientation sessions 
and peer support 
programs).
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STUDY TWO
How well do students who enter undergraduate studies through an 
‘enabling program’ pathway succeed?
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Study Two Results

• Around 15% of 
domestic UG 
commencing students 
at UoN completed the 
enabling program. 

• Attrition rates similar 
to other students 
although commencing 
students in both groups 
at higher risk of attrition 
than continuing 
students
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Attrition rates for commencing and 
continuing students by entry pathway, 

2006-2008.



Study Two Results Cont:

GPA tends to be 
lower for students 
who entered via 
enabling pathways 
than for other 
students
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GPA (Pass=4) for commencing and continuing 
students by entry pathway, 2006-2009.



Study Two Results Cont:

Progression (% 
courses passed) 
similar for students 
who entered via 
enabling pathways 
than for other 
students, 
particularly after the 
first year of study.
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Percent of courses passed by commencing and 
continuing students, by entry pathway 2006-2009.



STUDY THREE
What is the impact of prior learning on success of students in maths 
courses?
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Study Three Results

• Clear positive 
association 
• Higher levels of maths 
at school (3U or 4U) 
considerably more likely 
to complete and do well 
• Many students with 
General or 2U Math 
either withdrew or failed 
• Findings consistent with 
expectations
• Led to more targeted 
diagnostics, advice, 
preparation and support.
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Final grade in Math course by level of prior 
mathematics study at school



STUDY FOUR
What percentage of students complete and how long does it take?
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Study Four Results

• Cohorts who 
commenced in 2005, 
2006 and 2007 were 
tracked

• Each subsequent 
year students were 
coded as completed, 
enrolled, switched, 
attrited
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Completion rates for students who 
commenced a BSci or BEnvSciMgt, 2005 to 

2007 (commencing year=N)



Study Four Results Cont:

 Completion rates varied considerably across programs
 Some programs are a pathway to another program
 Many reasons for long completion times
 Findings confirm the volatility of completion rates to measure success or attainment
 Transfers within and across institutions and student demographics must be 

accounted for.

18



STUDY FIVE
What do students think are the factors that affect their learning and their 
overall experience?
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Study Five Results
Students comment on:
 opportunities for work integrated learning 
 teaching methods
 teacher quality
 flexibility and 
 assessment.

Students are interested in the structure and design of their 
courses.

 design and delivery of the curriculum
 relevance to a student’s personal learning goals, 
 the integration between lectures, tutorials, laboratories, and 

assessments, 
 management and organisation of the course.
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Study Four Results (cont.)
Students are particularly interested in their teacher’s:
 organisation
 commitment
 approachability
 helpfulness
 willingness to provide feedback, and
 genuine concern for their learning 

Assessment remained an area of concern for many students:
 students’ perceptions of a lack of clarity in expectations, including the 

provision of performance criteria and insufficient levels of support and 
feedback.

 best  when assessments are embedded into learning, and when they 
are appropriately weighed, fairly marked, and promptly returned.



22

Study Five Results (cont.)
Students appreciated a range of support for their learning, including:
 learning resources, 
 infrastructure resources, 
 student administration and support services, 
as well as a sense of social affinity and belonging.

Four areas of focus:
 The Cohort Experience
 The University Experience
 The Learning Experience
 The Future Experience



Discussion
• Institutional research is 

vital to understanding 
student retention and the 
student experience

• Complex interactions 
between students’ 
backgrounds, academic 
ability and other factors

• Suite of studies have 
demonstrated the 
importance of institutional 
research in student 
retention efforts

• Research questions + data 
over time + statistical 
analysis + actions in 
response



How are the 
results 

communicated 
and acted 

upon within 
the University 
community?

The quality enhancement cycle
The second half of the cycle is paramount to 

success
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Demonstrated the value of integrated studies to investigate factors 
associated with retention and to evaluate new initiatives to improve retention. 

• Research project on experiences of enabling students transitioning to 
university study 

• Continue longitudinal tracking of cohorts of students to better understand 
student retention and attainment

• Maximise the use of qualitative and quantitative institutional data to help 
decision making

• Academic involvement and support to improve student retention. Maths 
project led to a new Maths Diagnostic Quiz and additional support.

• Responding to the student voice – communication strategy to staff and 
students

The Next 
Steps



Questions


