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Making Student Success a Reality at Algonquin College

Introduction:

Over the past 5 years, there has been much talk and action related to the components of student engagement. At various times the focus has been on student success or on retention initiatives. During this time Algonquin has seen three groups tackling various aspects of the retention activities: the College Enrolment Management Committee (CEMC), Student Services, and the Student Success Committee (SSC). In terms of the SSC, there was an attempt to coordinate activities with a group of dedicated faculty and staff volunteers – all committed to achieving a greater degree of success for the college student population.

In an attempt to engage a wide base of support for these initiatives, the SSC has coordinated the allocation of funds to support schools and individual professors in programs to improve engagement and hence, the retention rates at the College. As it turned out, there was no agreed upon method for measuring the impact of these activities since, until very recently, there was no firm definition of what accurate retention measures should consist of. Notwithstanding the issues related to measurement tools, the overall attempts of the college community were actively and eagerly pursued by interested faculty. Each of the many projects was asked to submit final reports on their actions. These reports provided such information as types of projects, numbers of students involved, a summary of the impact of the project, and the perceived value of repeating the project in the next year.  Although rich in anecdotal feedback, the reports lacked specificity, in numerical terms, of the actual impact on retention and student success, including any impacts on graduation rates that were achieved.

It is important to note that the methodology for tracking retention of students has been refined, with initial emphasis on the movement from Level 01 to Level 02 then through to Level 03.  Unfortunately, it has become clear that actual retention rates did not seem to be improving.  
It is the contention of this paper that much of the necessary information related to retention does in fact already exist. What is required is a tight, overall plan that can guide and structure retention activities to maximize their impact on enhanced success for College students.
The chart that follows is not intended to be a listing of all the activities undertaken in this area, but is rather a summary of more recent initiatives:
Student Success and Retention

	Student Success Committee
	Academic Operations / CEMC 
	Student Services

	1)
Monthly meetings to discuss success issues
2)
Review and modifications to Academic Advising Directive

3)
Review of applications and allotment of funding for Department/Program level success initiatives

4)
Launch of Academic Advising Pilot in a number of programs across 3 schools


	1)
Introduction of Student Success Specialists in all schools
2)
Introduction of “At Risk” secondary school results based on Math and English marks
3)
Established retention benchmarks for the Fall to Winter and the Winter to Fall semesters
4)
Fostered a coordinated approach to Student Success between the Student Success Committee and the Student Success Specialists

5)
Promoted stronger program level orientation sessions

6)
Advocated for, and distributed, funding for retention initiatives


	1)
Refocus the Orientation Process with an emphasis on more program related activities
2)
Elimination of the registration fee for orientation

3)
Encouraged Student Success Specialists and Residence staff to work on success initiatives in residence

4)
Foster stronger connection between Counsellors and Student Support Specialists 


The role of the Student Success Specialists (SSSs) must be monitored. It was initially designed as a cohort whose role was direct interaction with, and intervention on behalf of, students.  There seems to be the possibility of “leakage” into the field of administration – thereby reducing meeting time with and for students. Such incursions will ultimately weaken their impact on both student retention and success.
Provincial Requirements:

A new initiative launched by the Provincial Government in May 2005 changed the accountability of Colleges to track change. With the release of “Reaching Higher”, a plan for PSE in Ontario, the government mandated the creation of an independent Higher Education Quality Council of Ontario (HEQCO).  This body’s mandate included “…help … to insure continued improvement of the PSE system by monitoring quality in the sector, access to PSE and the accountability of institutions”.  One of several steps taken by this body was the introduction of a Multi Year Accountability Agreement (MYAA) for each college in Ontario. This fell specifically within the terms of reference for HEQCO which “…will play a significant role in developing a quality framework for PSE in Ontario to facilitate multi-year accountability agreements with institutions, including the development of indicators for performance measurement…”.
The first such MYAA signed for 2006 - 2007 committed Algonquin to a series of outcomes.  Among those were:
· Develop and implement a comprehensive retention plan with a target of improving the number of students retained by 200 over the 2006-2007 numbers, the identified baseline figures for comparative purposes (retain 2% more students between levels 1 and 2 each year from 2006-07 to 2008-09).
· Improve teaching and learning with a target of improving the graduation rate to 68% by 2009. 
As is evident, the requirements for Colleges to transparently measure, report on, and annually revisit retention and graduate rates has necessitated changes. Data requirements within programs, faculties and the College to enable accurate reporting to HEQCO of progress have been made. Algonquin has made significant progress in this area and refinements continue to be developed.
Student Drivers:
It must be noted that the activities of the government and the HEQCO are not expressly driven by revenues. In fact, when every college adapts and achieves the desired levels of graduation rates, the cost to the provincial coffers will likely increase. The activities are, instead, driven by societal needs related both to the financial viability of the province in the long term, as well as, to fulfilling a commitment to students and future employers.

Our students are, at the same time, clients of the college and the system. There is a clear belief that, for their fees, they are entitled to the best teaching and learning conditions available within the funding envelopes provided. In addition, they are entitled to a quality of experience that captures their imagination, engages their commitment, and provides them with up-to-date skills and experiences making them both “job ready” and fully functioning contributors to the social fabric of Ontario. This is the real reason for transparency of information. In making their choices for a PSE institution, it is seen as essential that students be able to know where they are most likely to get the teaching, the work experience and the assistance to become most successful in their education experience and their future career opportunities.
It is these features that constitute the basis for the decision to reshape our experiences - to focus on the totality of student engagement - engaging all appropriate factors ranging from marketing, recruitment, registration, orientation, teaching excellence, student life, advisement and support systems through to graduation and work placement. It is a huge task – but one that can, and must, be tackled in a staged, measured manner. By regularly monitoring improvements and modifying approaches, we can ensure the highest quality educational experience for each of our students: from the acceptance of our offer, to their walk through our doors on Day 1 of their first semester at Algonquin, and on to graduation from the program of their choice. 
Algonquin has taken the first steps towards developing the concept of a “Demand-Driven College”. Such an evolution would necessitate many changes in the way we currently do business.  By matching our range of program offerings tightly with the demands of both students and employers, we could well see a much larger percentage of our students placed in their first-choice programs.  Such an occurrence could significantly reduce the early departure of students from their first semester. 
In the first 10 days of September 2008, at least 238 students registered in Level 01 officially withdrew from their programs. A large number of these (75) cited “Program unrelated to Career Goals” or “Program Difficulties” as their reason for withdrawal. More attention to their initial placement could well have resulted in them staying for at least the first year – potentially adding as much as $450,000 in fees for the year. This is significant since the hard costs (space and faculty) were already in place and accounted for.  When one considers the additional numbers who withdraw after Day 10, likely in part for the same reasons, the lost opportunity to the college is substantial – both financially and in terms of reputation.
Student Engagement Approaches:

The literature and research across Canada, USA, Europe and Australia is replete with examples of strategies that have been used to tackle the critical issues of student engagement, retention and, ultimately, student success through to graduation. Much of the research shows that many of these strategies have marginal, if any, sustainable impact on improvement in these areas.  There are, however, a significant number of options open for use that have been tried and proven successful.

This range of successful approaches can be summarized under the following headings:

· Ensure that students are in the proper programs

· Focus on an integrated orientation for first semester students

· Early identification of “At-Risk” students

· Academic support for success

· Credit recovery – keeping students with their cohort

· Faculty training

· Quality workplace experiences

· Clear understanding of, and commitment to, retention across the College

· Evaluation and adoption of diverse teaching modalities
· Target faculty and staff performance for retention success

· Removal of in-house structural barriers to success

As stated earlier, if we are to ensure success for our students, we must begin with a critical selection of these strategies over the next 2 years. By measuring the effectiveness of each intervention, we can move the yardsticks across the college. Once each initiative is perfected, additional interventions can be introduced to further support the engagement and graduation success of more of our students. 
It is worth noting that parts of the above have been attempted at Algonquin over the past years. However, there is a major factor that has hampered full implementation. The impacts of the interventions were not accurately measured. Activities were funded, but no hard data was collected to determine their effectiveness in either student satisfaction, retention or graduation rates.  We simply do not know the value we were receiving for our efforts. Any new activities must begin from the point of what will be measured and how.
As part of a survey of Level 01 students in 5 programs during weeks 5 and 6 of Fall 2008, the following question was asked: “Have you been contacted by your Program Coordinator, Academic Advisor, or Student Success Specialist this semester?”  There were 241 respondents to the question. Responses varied by program and by campus. College-wide, it was telling that so many of the respondents reported not being contacted before the end of the 6 week period – in fact, 46% of the students who responded reported they had not had contact. This figure ranged from a high of 86% who reported meeting their Advisor to a low of 33%.

Since the literature shows that early, personal contact with students is one of the critical factors in improving retention, it is clear that as a college we have a long way to go in this area. Although there are many cases across the college where introductions of staff are made in large group settings, it is obvious that students do not view, or remember these as “have you been contacted by”. The process must become a proactive one on the part of advisors, student success specialists and academic coaches, reaching out to make the contact early in the semester – especially the first semester in the program.
Proposed Intervention Strategies for Algonquin:

Given the wide range of interventions that have been tried, both here and abroad, and given Algonquin’s current status, it is proposed that the following constitute the envelope within which we concentrate our efforts. The proposed areas of focus, with a brief description of the major components of each, are included.  This will be followed by a chart which will identify the staging of the interventions, their suggested costs, and the anticipated target on student retention rates and ultimately on improved graduation rates.
1. Improve our efforts to ensure that students are in the proper programs and then facilitate internal transfers, should it be necessary.
When students are in their first choices, there is every likelihood that they will demonstrate more persistence to their goals.  In addition, however, they must have the requisite skills and ability to handle the material in their courses.  By providing advance knowledge of the nature of both the content, the teaching methodologies, the course requirements and the career options that follow the completion of the courses, students will have a clear idea of the expectations that will be placed upon them.  When it becomes evident that the student is not in the correct program, every effort must be made to allow movement to another option.
2. Expanded / Integrated orientation for first semester students
It is often assumed that when students arrive at the College on Day 1 that they are aware of the program needs for which they have registered.  Research has demonstrated that this is often not the case.  The components of a good Orientation Program should include:

i. Motivation for the learning/program to come – Create excitement

ii. Display the “magic” of the program

iii. Outline expectations of students as well as staff

iv. Evaluation and assessment information

v. Clear overview of the program parts and format

vi. Thorough BlackBoard training and usage – how it will be used in the program
In a pilot trial of the Noel-Levitz College Student Inventory in Fall 2008, eliciting responses from 430 students in their 2nd week of Level 01, the following were identified as critical areas in which students wished assistance:

· Get help with exam skills

· Discuss job market for college graduates

· Discuss qualifications for occupations

· Get help in selecting an occupation

· Get help in selecting an academic program

· Get help with study habits

· Get help in meeting new friends

· Get information about student activities

· Get help in financial assistance

· Get help with writing skills

· Discuss unhappy feelings / emotional tensions with counsellor

· Get advice from an experienced student

· Get help with basic math skills
· Get help with reading skills
As can be seen, many of these matters could appropriately be addressed during a structured orientation process in which all first semester students participate.  The current optional nature of the orientation process leaves out too many students – most of whom could well benefit most from the information provided. Each program should look at a minimum 2 day start-up period that focuses on the components cited above as a kick-off for the first days of college life. 
3. Early identification of “At-Risk” students
Across the college, a start has been made at addressing certain weaknesses among incoming students, especially in Mathematics.  More work is required to formally review Secondary School marks and other data sources and then to develop appropriate interventions to better prepare students for a successful start to their college experience.  Early contact and support for these students will clearly demonstrate our commitment to their success and career preparation.
4. In-term support for success (remediation and curriculum support)

As academic problems emerge throughout the semester, strategies must be developed and put in place to support the students and give them every opportunity to “make up ground” to achieve success in their program. This will include coordinated action from Academic Advisors, Student Success Specialists and Career Coaches.  In addition, new approaches must be developed to handle both struggling students, as well as, those courses that currently prove to be very challenging for students.

5. Credit recovery
Over the past few years the Ministry of Education has introduced a process called “Credit Recovery”. In certain cases, an analysis is completed of a failing student’s work in a course. Where the mark is above 35%, a tracking of incomplete learning outcomes is made and an intervention is applied which allows for the successful completion of the missing outcomes and hence, gain a passing grade in the course.  This allows the student to proceed with her/his cohort towards graduation. A study of this approach should be undertaken, including what would be appropriate criteria for access to the credit recovery option, the delivery mechanisms available for the delivery of the support, and the usefulness of the current INC and FSP designations related to course failures.
6. Faculty training (full-time and part-time)
Complete a research review on characteristics of highly effective college professors, with emphasis on student success and retention results. These characteristics will become major components in assessments for all future faculty hires. In addition, they will be integrated into the components of existing faculty training offered through the Centre for Organizational Learning. We will accompany this with clear performance expectations for all supervisory staff (Deans and Chairs) including measureable improvements in retention and graduation rates.
Subsequent Focus Areas
While the initial year focus will be on the above 6 areas, current activities are already beginning to address aspects of the remaining 5 (listed below). As each of the initial 6 become an accepted part of College life, others will be added to ultimately provide a broad range of interventions to clearly demonstrate to our students Algonquin’s commitment to their success and graduation into the world of work. It is anticipated that the order for the addition of the other areas would be:
· Quality of workplace experiences

· Identification and removal of in-house structural barriers to success

· Clear understanding of, and commitment to, retention across the College

· Evaluation and adoption of diverse teaching modalities

· Target faculty and staff performance for retention success
The precise timing and order for these to be addressed will be determined as the student engagement activities evolve. Obviously, a close watch will be kept on new research and reports that detail effective strategies that can be adopted and expanded upon by Algonquin. 
	ACADEMIC AREA – 2009/2010 IMPLEMENTATION PLAN

	3.  Student Engagement / Retention

	Sponsor:  Doug Ouderkirk

	Objective:
To implement the student engagement strategy.
Measure:
Increase the retention of students.

Target:
10% increase per year in retention of students.

	Initiative / Tasks
	Timeframe

	Initiative 3.1:
Students in the right program with improved options for redirection early in semester.

	3.1.1.
Develop a data set, for students, that identifies their strengths, weaknesses and concerns as well as their willingness for intervention and support from the College.

	Winter  2009

	3.1.2. Conduct a survey to:

a) Track timeliness of first contact by Academic Advisors or SSS in Level 01, Winter 09.

b) Collect and analyze expressed needs of students for assistance and support.
Match results with data from 3.1.2 (a,b) to determine identified support required by student.
	Winter  2009

	3.1.3. 
Identify appropriate instrument to enhance student understanding of program expectations as well as employment situations upon graduation.  (Similar to College of North Atlantic (CONA) Employment Knowledge Survey for improved program placement.)  Improve functionality of OCAS “FIND A PROGRAM” initiative.
	Winter 2009

	3.1.4
Incorporate the instrument in 3.1.3 into admissions / orientation process for Fall 2009.
	

	3.1.5
Revise college visits and tours to include in-class observation opportunities to better grasp nature and delivery of programs.
	Winter 2009

	3.1.6
Explore possible use of NSCC “Test Drive a College Program” approach as an addition to existing recruitment strategies.
	Winter 2009

	3.1.7
Identify strategies to facilitate the introduction of internal transfer opportunities for program movement (redirection tactics early in semester if mismatch is determined).
	March 2009 – January 2010

	3.1.8
Implement internal transferring approaches (redirection tactics).
	Fall 2010

	Initiative 3.2:
Involve all Level 01 students in an expanded, integrated orientation program

	3.2.1. 
Identify common elements from research (including Deitche and Noel-Levitz) regarding student expressed needs upon entry to college.
	Winter 2009

	3.2.2.  
Utilize findings to provide  framework content for College Orientation of Level 01 students in Fall 2009
	Winter 2009

	3.2.3  
Implement an integrated program orientation for September 09 utilizing Student Services, Chairs, Coordinators and faculty for delivery.
	Fall 2009

	3.2.4   
Provide training session for Chairs, Coordinators, Academic Advisors, SSSs, etc. in use and interpretation of Noel-Levitz College Student Survey results.
	Spring 2009

	3.2.5   
Administer Noel-Levitz College Student Survey to selected First Year Students in programs identified as having strong room for retention improvements.  
	Fall  2009



	3.2.6. 
Analyze data from survey in 3.2.5; compare to results from Sept 09 pilot to identify common elements identified for student assistance.  Create on-going data base to track annual improvements.
	January 2010

	Initiative 3.3:
Early identification of “At Risk” students

	3.3.1.
Refine existing data collection, display and usage re Grade 12 Eng and Math results.
	Winter 2009

	3.3.2
Develop strategies to deal with “poorer” Grade 12 results and share as appropriate for implementation.
	Winter 2009

	3.3.3
Review impact of Technology Summer Camp 08 for success and retention rates.
	Winter 2009

	3.3.4
Explore possibility of expanded “summer camps” for at-risk students in summer 09.
	Winter 2009

	3.3.5
Comparison of Accuplacer results with Grade 12 marks – what degree of correlation exists?
	Fall 2009

	3.3.6
Develop and offer appropriate refresher courses for non-direct students to strengthen their pre-admission testing.
	Fall 2009

	3.3.7
Comparison of College Student Survey (3.2.5) results with above tools to analyze the degree of correlation among self-identification, Grade 12 marks and Accuplacer findings.
	Fall 2009

	3.3.8
Identify and implement appropriate early intervention strategies to assist those at risk for non-completion of courses – monitor the impact of these interventions on exam success.
	Fall 2009

	3.3.9  
Monitor and report on retention impacts of 2009 interventions.
	Winter 2010

	3.3.10
Revise, refine and reinstitute interventions as appropriate.  If no positive effects, consider value for continuation.
	Winter 2010

	3.3.11
Identify and implement strategies to “keep students with their cohort” as much as is practicable.
	Winter 2010

	3.3.12.
Explore factors that drive perseverance – focus on strategies that are within the College’s sphere of influence to improve.
	Winter 2010

	Initiative 3.4:
In-Term Support and Credit Recovery

	3.4.1(i) 
Analysis of Academic Advisor Pilot interventions on Level 01 success and retention rates through to Winter 09.
	Winter 2009

	3.4.1(ii) 
Preparation of Business Plan to possibly expand Academic Advisor Pilot.
	Fall 2009

	3.4.2.
Evaluate approaches used in Fall 08 Semester, refine as needed, and provide a focussed approach for all Academic Advisors for Winter 09.
	Winter 2009

	3.4.3
Analysis of tasks currently performed by Student Success Specialists – compare to original guidelines and expectations for their deployment. Recommendations for possible restructuring of the SSS role to be presented.
	Winter 2009

	3.4.4
Identify the commonly recognized courses that have proved overly challenging for students – develop possible support approaches for each – implement in Fall 2010.
	Spring 2009

	3.4.5
Develop and implement strategies to maximize support to assist students to succeed in more difficult courses.  
	Fall 2010

	3.4.6
Develop a college-wide plan for Credit Recovery with appropriate conditions related to overall grades, attendance, minimum mark in course, etc.  Present plan for budget consideration and implementation.
	Spring 2010

	3.4.7.
Implementation of Credit Recovery across the College.
	Fall 2010

	3.4.8
Monitor actual impact on enabling students to stay with their cohort plus retention improvements from Level 01, 2009 – Level 02, 2010, and then through to graduation.
	Winter 2010

	Initiative 3.5:
Faculty and Staff Training

	3.5.1
Complete a research review of the characteristics of highly effective College Professors.
	Winter 2009

	3.5.2
Identify a range of classroom strategies designed to “hook and retain” First Semester Students – track the effect of implementation on flow through to Level 02.
	Spring 2009

	3.5.3
Modify selection procedures for new faculty (FT and PT) to include the traits identified above.
	Summer 2009

	3.5.4
Incorporate the findings of above research into the Professional Growth Training offered by the Centre for Organizational Learning.
	Fall 2009

	3.5.5
Design and provide appropriate training for Deans, Chairs and Coordinators related to classroom instruction methodology and retention strategies.
	Fall 2009

	3.5.6
Assign specific retention and graduation targets as a major component in annual performance review of supervisory staff (Executive Deans, Deans and Chairs)
	Winter 2010


It is clear from the above that the solutions to improving student engagement and success are complex and interwoven. Actions in one area will obviously interact with activities in another area. It will be difficult to identify specific impacts of each intervention, but we will be able to determine the interplay of the myriad of activities.  Combined we will see improvements that will better our students’ success and their retention through to graduation, Equally as important, the overall reputation of Algonquin will be enhanced for its recognized commitment to the involvement of the entire college to the ultimate success of its students.

Measurement of Outcomes

Based upon the identified retention improvement targets identified in 3.5.6 above, there will be firm targets for which the Executive Deans of the 4 Faculties and the Dean of the Pembroke Campus will be accountable.  Since these actions will take some time to be fully implemented, the complete impact on retention improvement will require a full year for results to be maximized.  

The baseline for retention data, using the Winter 2008 to Fall 2008 experience:

	Campus / Faculty
	Total
	Retained
	%
	Attrition
	%

	Pembroke
	505
	412
	81.6 %
	93
	18.4 %

	Media
	2816
	2075
	73.7 %
	741
	26.3 %

	Business
	4219
	3096
	73.4 %
	1123
	26.6 %

	Health
	3291
	2680
	81.4 %
	611
	18.6 %

	Technology
	2810
	2138
	76.1 %
	672
	23.9 %

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Totals
	13641
	10401
	76.2 %
	3240
	23.8 %


The table that follows shows projected retention improvements by fiscal year from 2009-10 through to 2011-12.

	Retention Improvement by Fiscal Year

	 
	 
	2009
	2008
	 
	 
	 
	 
	2009-10
	2008-09
	 

	winter/fall
	 
	Attrition
	Attrition
	Change
	 
	fall/winter
	 
	Attrition
	Attrition
	Change

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	*
	

	Pembroke
	86
	93
	7
	
	Pembroke
	94
	104
	10

	Media
	
	684
	741
	57
	
	Media
	
	516
	573
	57

	Business
	
	1036
	1123
	87
	
	Business
	
	728
	809
	81

	Health
	
	564
	611
	47
	
	Health
	
	418
	465
	47

	Tech
	
	620
	672
	52
	
	Tech
	
	517
	574
	57

	
	
	2990
	3240
	250
	
	
	
	2273
	2525
	252

	
	
	
	
	7.7%
	
	
	
	
	* Estimate
	10.0%

	 
	 
	2010
	2009
	 
	 
	 
	 
	2010-11
	2009-10
	 

	winter/fall
	 
	Attrition
	Attrition
	Change
	 
	fall/winter
	 
	Attrition
	Attrition
	Change

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Pembroke
	77
	86
	9
	
	Pembroke
	85
	94
	9

	Media
	
	616
	684
	68
	
	Media
	
	464
	516
	52

	Business
	
	932
	1036
	104
	
	Business
	
	655
	728
	73

	Health
	
	508
	564
	56
	
	Health
	
	376
	418
	42

	Tech
	
	558
	620
	62
	
	Tech
	
	465
	517
	52

	
	
	2691
	2990
	299
	
	
	
	2045
	2273
	228

	
	
	
	
	10.0%
	
	
	
	
	
	10.0%

	 
	 
	2011
	2010
	 
	 
	 
	 
	2011-12
	2010-11
	 

	winter/fall
	 
	Attrition
	Attrition
	Change
	 
	fall/winter
	 
	Attrition
	Attrition
	Change

	Pembroke
	69
	77
	8
	
	Pembroke
	77
	85
	9

	Media
	
	554
	616
	62
	
	Media
	
	418
	464
	46

	Business
	
	839
	932
	93
	
	Business
	
	590
	655
	66

	Health
	
	457
	508
	51
	
	Health
	
	338
	376
	38

	Tech
	
	502
	558
	56
	
	Tech
	
	419
	465
	47

	
	
	2421
	2691
	270
	
	
	
	1841
	2045
	205

	
	
	
	
	10.0%
	
	
	
	
	
	10.0%
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