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Introduction
by Aaron Porter, Director of Partnerships, Wonkhe

The role of data in higher education has become increasingly important, driven
in part by regulatory oversight but also as institutions seek to better
understand their performance and the experience of students. Institutions
have begun to not only utilise learning analytics to draw the correlation
between engagement and outcomes but deepen the analysis of how they
support students and what works, allowing providers to evidence the
relationship between students and their experience. As the use of analytics
becomes more sophisticated, institutions are able to better target their
support and interventions and evaluate where they can make the biggest
difference to better support students.  

In recent years, students have adopted different ways to participate and
engage in their learning. And whilst this is not without challenges, for many
institutions it has become an opportunity to rethink how they support student
engagement and outcomes. 

As institutions continue to reflect on what practice is effective in this changing
environment, a more nuanced appreciation within providers of the importance
of understanding what engagement means for their students and the role of
data in demonstrating this through their digital and in-person footprint, is
leading to more integrated thinking through analytics.  

Institutions with access to engagement insight are more able to study the
relationship between a student's participation in their academic learning
through their interaction with learning resources such as the VLE, library and
lecture capture, triangulated with student outcomes and information on
where support intervention will be most effective. 

At a sector level, the rise in total student numbers and the growth which some
providers have had, instigated some new challenges. Institutions have had to 

 Drawing links between insight, practice and
student success
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grapple with ensuring that personal and pastoral student support can be
offered at scale, accompanied by a societal rise in wellbeing and mental health
issues which has been replicated in higher education. More generally, as many
institutions have increased in size, there are new challenges relating to
ensuring that support and services across a university are appropriately joined
up to ensure no student is left behind. 

This growth has also made the case stronger for clear, rapid, and real-time
insight to get a better handle on which students are engaged and which are
less engaged, and what might be done to more proactively drive engagement
with those at a risk of non-continuation or poor academic performance with a
view to help support students to achieve their goals and move towards
positive outcomes.    

More generally we know that some institutions have been pioneers in their use
of learning and data analytics. Nottingham Trent University in particular have
widely been seen to have developed their approach and this was referenced
when their Vice-Chancellor, Professor Edward Peck was appointed as the
Government’s Student Support Champion. 

The Project  

To better understand this growing focus on learning analytics, Wonkhe and
Solutionpath partnered to launch a series of action-research projects by
inviting 6 universities currently using Solutionpath's Student Engagement
Analytics Platform StREAM to become part of a community of practice to
better understand how analytics were being used, their impact and lessons
that could be learnt. 

The project ran over the academic year 2021-22 and this report brings together
findings from 3 of these projects at - University College Birmingham (UCB),
University of West of England (UWE), and Teesside University to explore and
draw links between insight and practice, highlighting how engagement
analytics is being used to support student success.    

Central to this project was the use of Action Research. This is a method of
systematic enquiry that allows practitioners to be researchers of their own 
practice. Our aim was to use the range of participants to identify, in further
detail, successful practices to address student disengagement. We wanted a 
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closer look not only at the student engagement score categories, but to
investigate how insight into how students' patterns and characteristics of
engagement could be used to add contextuality.  

Solutionpath invited users of StREAM, their Student Engagement Analytics
Platform, to take part in the project.

About StREAM 

StREAM is an innovative Student Engagement Analytics Platform which
provides educators with student engagement insight at cohort, course and
individual level in a single platform.    

StREAM takes data from a range of digital interactions that a student makes
with their learning activities that represent academic engagement such as the
virtual learning environment, library and e-book use, student records,
submissions, lecture capture and uses a unique algorithm to transform this
data into a live engagement score for each student, ranging from 'none' to
'very high'.  

Using engagement as a proxy for progression, university staff can use
disengagement as a tool for identifying who may be struggling and in need of
support. Moreover, students can use their engagement scores to self-reflect.  

Although identifying students at risk of disengagement was a key area of
interest within this project, there was also an interest in understanding what
kinds of intervention helped which students, whether the timing of these
interventions and how they were delivered, and who by, made an impact, and
how the use of this data could inform practice.  

Main findings 
 
Early engagement matters 
Across the projects it became clear that early intervention improves
engagement, and that engagement data can be a helpful first step in
targeting support toward those who need it most. For many institutions, being
able to identify where to direct finite resource (for a busy personal tutor or staff
in student services) was important to better utilise their resources efficiently
and provided an accurate place to start intervention.   
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In the context of the Condition B3 metrics, being rolled out by the Office for
Students (OfS), which have established thresholds for continuation, completion
and progression, being able to identify which students, courses or cohorts of
students are at risk of not progressing is shaping institutional approaches to
better support their students. Doing so earlier may help institutions ensure
more students progress to successful outcomes.  
 
Data from all three different action sets found that early indication of changes
in engagement behaviour were an effective predictor of both retention and
attainment. Teesside University found that the earlier the initial intervention is
made with a low engaged or unengaged student, the less likely the student is
to withdraw. Students with low, very low or no engagement, who went on to
receive two or more Student Success Programme (SSP) sessions, saw an
improved engagement measure (73.3%). Interestingly, this was reflected in
students' feedback which showed that students felt less likely to leave the
course and/or university at the end of the SSP interventions, compared to at
the start when engagement was low.    
 
UCB demonstrated that both early engagement and attendance were
significant predictors of later retention; however, engagement and attendance
at 4 weeks was likely to give the most accurate predictions of retention. When
looking at the relationship between engagement and attainment they found
that an increase of 1 average engagement rating (e.g., from good to high)
increased the average assignment mark by 7 marks. This suggests that
encouraging engagement early in the academic year can impact attainment
outcomes.  
 
Data from the University of West England suggests that this period of
intervention is even more sensitive. They found that 46 of the 61 students
identified as having no engagement in StREAM did not register on their VLE
until midway through the term or, in some cases, afterwards. As a result, they
missed important communications from the university and were then more
likely to continue to be non-engaged in semester two.  
 
Cohorts and demographics  
At UCB, comparing aggregated data between different cohorts proved
invaluable as they identified clear differences in retention and attainment
between cohorts that began in September, and those that began in February.
This may have been due to students starting in September benefiting from the
full scope of Welcome Week and other onboarding activities. As a result, they
are re-evaluating the timing of some of their communication campaigns 
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UWE had similar success in that they used student data to find that 50% (31
students) of ‘hard to reach’ students who were flagged as lowly engaged were
also resitting a year. The research strongly suggests that students who are
repeating years need to be given targeted support such as being prioritised for
contact hours.
  
The interaction of StREAM data with other characteristics was a keen area of
interest - particularly if it could be used to shape interactions that lead to
better outcomes for students who come from, on average, lower-attaining
groups. The use of demographics when analysing data can support senior,
department, and module leaders to identify patterns of behaviour to support
equity of outcomes and address differential degree attainment.  

It is evident that learner analytics do give a picture of predicted student
success, but demographic insight supports application to policy and practice. 
 
It is important to note that the StREAM algorithm does not use demographic
data to define a student's engagement although it may be used to draw
relationships in later analysis. This is in line with a key principle to use data to
reflect what students 'do' and not 'who' they are, creating more actionable
data based on activity that both the student and university staff member can
positively change. 

Next Steps 

The data which institutions have is vast and constantly changing and
updating. Engagement analytics provides an increasingly sophisticated
approach to better understand this learning landscape, what that means in
the context of each unique institution. Using this information to guide practice
and interventions is of increasing importance, driven by financial and
regulatory requirements and a focus on student welfare.  

The findings from this project demonstrate that institutions can feel confident
to use the growing body of data and evidence being generated to make
informed decisions about where to move resource and how to shift the dial on
continuation and attainment.  

To be increasingly proactive, institutions need to better understand the ebb
and flow of student participation and engagement in the context of their 
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Creating a near real-time picture of student engagement at individual level 
Identifying which students to focus support on 
Initiating proactive conversations with students 
Bringing forward the point of intervention  
Evidencing impact to assess the effectiveness of different support and
learning and teaching approaches and initiatives 
Informing policy, practice and future strategy 

unique student population. This deeper understanding can nuance the
approach institutions take and allow them to better evaluate the impact and
efficacy of what they do. In each research set, universities were able to identify
areas for improvement. This prompted agile thinking and rapid response to
creating new ideas and solutions. Over time, institutions should continually be
using this data to inform what is working and what is less effective to improve
and iterate their approach. 

Research is increasingly providing evidence to support engagement data and
analytics as a powerful tool for: 

At a time when increasing questions are being asked of institutions about the
quality and personalisation of the support they offer, when budgets are being
squeezed and when regulation is placing even more focus on continuation
and progression, having a sophisticated approach to analytics can help
institutions on these fronts and, more importantly, ensure no student is left
behind. 
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Could we create a series of bespoke 1-1 academic support sessions based on
engagement analytics data, that would be effective in enhancing student
success?
If so, could we glean a better understanding of the key timeframes for
these interventions (e.g., pre-enrolment, induction, at assessment points,
summer support, etc.) and the associated ‘pressure points’ for students?
Based on learning analytics, could we ascertain if support interventions are
more effective at particular times in the academic year. The project tracked
student engagement across the academic year 2021/22, with the aim of
inviting relevant students to attend a series of tailormade academic re-
engagement sessions – this we called the Student Success Programme
(SSP). The SSP was primarily targeted at students with low or very low
engagement status according to our learning analytics data.

Teesside University

Exploring avenues for re-engagement amongst transitioning students: using
learning analytics to guide academic interventions for student success

Lead: Dr Nicola Watchman Smith, Deputy Director of Student Learning

A. Project aim and scope

Using engagement (and attendance) data drawn from our learning analytics
platform, StREAM, the project aimed to investigate the correlation between
retention and academic engagement, alongside the sense of belonging
experienced by students as they transition from one level of study to the next
here at TU. We were particularly interested in the following considerations:

While all end-of-year student outcome data was not available at the point of
writing, the below report documents the headline findings based on
attendance, engagement and timeframes to suggest next steps for support of
students transitioning into, and through, higher education.

Action research reports
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B. Project model

The project drew upon student self-reported confidence measures (gathered
via a needs analysis survey) and StREAM learner analytics. Using the StREAM
data, we identified those students at risk of disengaging from their studies and
then met with the students to discuss their needs. This university-wide offer
was available to all TU learners (from Foundation Year to Level 7), irrespective
of course, discipline or mode of study. Students onboarded onto the Student
Success Programme (SSP) were offered a blend of student engagement
coaching, academic writing, academic skills and numeracy skills one-to-one
sessions.

Solutionpath/Wonkhe Action Research Project

Our approach involved tailoring any SSP session around individual student
specific academic needs. The interventions were optional, and the format of
the support was agreed in conversation with each student. As such, we were
able to offer bespoke one-to-one sessions at a pace that suited (the needs of)
each student. Alongside the learning analytics data, we surveyed students’ self-
reported academic confidence and their sense of belonging and sense of
identity as a student. 

This survey data was gathered at the point of onboarding and then
incrementally throughout the SSP. The aim for the SSP was to further enhance
the network of student support at TU and the sense of belonging amongst our
students. As a sector, we recognise engagement as a barrier to learning (and
teaching) but we also know the importance of not presuming all students face
the same challenges just because their attendance data (or other proxies for
engagement) tell us so. Our method therefore looked at the data but did not
forget the pedagogy or the person behind it.

C. Findings and outcomes

The model we adopted shows early indication of positive impact. We were
interested in attendance as an indicator of engagement and its correlation to
retention. For those students on the Student Success Programme (SSP), we
saw a 14% increase in overall attendance and the impact here was particularly
notable for those students studying at levels 3, 4 and 7. As anticipated, these
study levels align with students in the most typical transition stages i.e., into
HE, starting undergraduate study, starting postgraduate study respectively. 
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The majority of students onboarded onto the SSP sat at study levels 3, 4 and 6;
again, reflecting transition periods as well as those students looking for
support for completion (attainment). Of students with low, very low or no
engagement who received two or more SSP sessions, we prompted an
improved engagement measure amongst 73.3% of these students. Only 4.4%
saw a decreased engagement measure from the point of onboarding, which –
given the ‘at risk’ disengagement indictors of these specific students – is a
markedly positive outcome.

All students onboarded into the first quarter of the SSP (Sept-Nov) remained
on programme until the end of the academic year (0% withdrawal rate). This
figure decreased as the point of onboarding moved into the academic year,
supporting the thesis of the importance of early intervention. Withdrawal data
was overlaid with individual student engagement status trends – results
showed that those students onboarded onto SSP within the first six weeks of
their course starting and who received two or more SSP sessions were much
more likely to end the academic year with an increased engagement measure
than those who were onboarded at a later point.

Our data shows that the timing of subsequent interventions was less relevant;
what appears to prove significant is that a student met with the Student
Success team for the Solutionpath/Wonkhe Action Research Project the first
time at an early point in their study. For instance, if a September start student
met with the SSP tutors in Sept/October they were more likely to remain
engaged in the process (100% of these students had more than one SSP
session, compared to 74.3% of those September start students who were
onboarded onto the SSP in January of that academic year despite ample
opportunity to meet with the team across Semesters 2 and 3).

The project team was also interested in the group of students exhibiting
‘partial’ engagement throughout the year according to our StREAM data. If
students were referred for academic reasons to the SSP while their
engagement level was ‘partial’, this was noted and tracked throughout the
year. Of those students with initial partial engagement, SSP intervention
contributed to 39.6% of these students ending the academic year with an
overall increased engagement of either good or high. 

While the learning analytics data shows us percentages of student attendance
and student engagement with university staff, resources and facilities (online
and on campus), we were equally interested in the students’ own sense of 
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engagement, namely their sense of belonging and self-perception of 
 mattering. The below graph shows responses to questions on the theme of
belonging and engagement; these questions were asked to all students at the
start and end of their SSP journey. We saw a positive improvement in all
categories. Students told us they felt an increase in their confidence and
motivation for study, and reported being less likely to leave the course and/or
university at the end of the SSP interventions, compared to at the start.

Engagement Questions

Inverted Questions, 
Lower is better

I feel I
belong at
university 

I have made
friends with

people on my
course 

I  am able to
manage my
workload 

I am confident
I have the skills

I need to
succeed at
university 

I know where
to go to get
support to

help me with
my studies 

I feel
comfortable
learning and

communicating
online 

I am
confident
that I can

ask for
help

I have
thought

about
leaving

university

I haye
thought

about
leaving my

course 

Initial Profile End Programme Profile

5.0 

4.5

4.0

3.5

3.0

2.5

2.0

1.5

1.0

0.5
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D. Next steps

As anticipated, students were more likely to engage with our service at
pressure points particularly during reassessment periods and in the lead up to
major assessment. However, we recognise the need to continue the project
into Year 2, to further explore if the timing of any engagement dips plus to see
if the timing and length of the SSP intervention equates to improved longer-
term continuation and progression.
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Based on project learning, we better understand the importance of early
signalling to students that they have access to the SSP at an early stage in
their learning journey. However, we too understand that a balance is required
to avoid feelings of ‘support overwhelm’ amongst the student body. This is
particularly key for those students whose engagement profile suggests
negative fluctuations but their personal management of their learning is on-
track and proving effective for them as they progress through their studies. As
such, and noting the central importance of student voice within the SSP
process, we are putting the following initiatives in place for next academic year
(22/23):

     a) Introduction of a pre-arrival survey, to hear in our students own words any     
     of their self-perceived barriers to learning before they are inducted onto   
     their programme of study.

     b) We will trial a more nuanced approach to support for those students our
     data shows as ‘partially’ engaged; ‘nudging’ them via engagement support
     rather than necessarily/immediately onboarding onto the SSP, thus further
     enabling student agency and progression towards autonomous learning.

End
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University College Birmingham

The impact of student engagement on retention and attainment

Lead: Rebecca Clifft-Hindley, Data Analyst

UCB’s Student Engagement Team have been using the learner analytics
software StREAM for the last couple of years to track student engagement and
intervene if engagement is low. StREAM was set up to calculate an
‘engagement’ score based on activity on our virtual learning environment, use
of Athens library resources, building access, use of printers and interactions
with Hired (our career service). ‘Interventions’ are recorded on the system by
the team to log student interactions with their team as well as referrals to
other services. 

This research project aimed look at the impact that student engagement has
on student attainment and likelihood to withdraw within the UCB
undergraduate population. Additionally, as face to face classes started again in
21/22 following the pandemic, engagement will be compared against in-
person attendance as a predictor of attainment. The pros and cons of using
attendance as part of the engagement measure rather than as a separate
metric was also debated.

How it all began?

Alice Wilby, Pro Vice-Chancellor (Access, Participation and Student Experience)
commissioned an analysis piece to see what the data showed so far and
whether improving engagement could improve retention and attainment, and
also if in turn this would impact on attainment gaps. Alice and colleagues in
the engagement team supported this analysis work with their experience of
working with students and knowledge of common issues amongst students
with low engagement.

How did the piece evolve and were there any challenges?

During the initial action research group meetings, it was recognised that
participating universities were all using StREAM differently and had different
measures of engagement feeding into the system - most institutions appear to
include on-site attendance as a metric, however it had been kept separate at
UCB (a decision relating to attendance during COVID). This opened up a new 
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branch to the analysis, a comparison between attendance and engagement, to
look at the relationship between the two and whether it is more beneficial to
keep the measures separate.

Regarding attainment, the schedule of the analysis was dictated by the
academic calendar, which posed challenges in terms of when findings could
be produced. A ‘mid-point’ analysis was conducted in February after semester 1
results were released and initial findings showed relationships between
engagement and on-site attendance, and retention and attainment. This
highlighted that whether the students started in February or September
appeared to impact on the findings, so this was included as a variable in the
final analysis. 

There were a couple of interesting ideas for how the data could be analysed
that developed from the research group discussions; the impact of specific
engagement milestones in the student journey and analysing the ‘outlier’
students who may have low attendance but good engagement, and vice versa.

Findings

Part one of the analysis looked at the relationship between in-person
attendance and engagement with retention. In all models both early
engagement and attendance were significant predictors of later retention,
however, engagement and attendance at 4 weeks was likely to give the most
accurate predictions of retention. Attendance was a stronger predictor than
engagement (although both were significant) and for both variables, likelihood
to withdraw increases as these decrease. 

Part two of the analysis looked at the relationship between attendance and
engagement with attainment. Results suggested that the effect of
engagement and attendance on attainment increases as more of the
academic year is taken into account. Engagement and attendance at 20 weeks
were likely to give the most accurate predictions of attainment but we can get
indications from at least 4 weeks into study. In real terms, the analysis
predicted that an increase of 1 average engagement rating (e.g. from good to
high) will increase average assignment mark by 7 marks, while an increase of
attendance by 1% will increase average mark by 0.3. 

As part of the analysis students were profiled based on their engagement and 
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attendance. Students with both poor engagement and attendance had the
highest percentage of withdrawals, while the lowest percentage of
withdrawals were from those with good engagement and good attendance
(18% compared to 2%). While the general rule is that the better the attendance
and engagement in the first 4 weeks the less likely they are to withdraw, there
were students who buck the trend and could have poor engagement at this
point in the year and still remain in study (4% withdrew). 

Students with poor engagement and poor attendance obtained the lowest
average assignment marks, while students with good engagement and good
attendance obtained the highest marks. Interestingly, February starters were
over-represented in the poor engagement and poor attendance group.
Nuances found between in-person attendance and engagement within the
cohort at UCB suggest that it may be beneficial to keep these measures
separate rather than adding attendance to the engagement algorithm in
StREAM.
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Continue to look at initiatives that can be put in place to contact students
with low engagement and attendance, specifically after the first 4 weeks
(our engagement team have already started work on this).
Look at doing a communication campaign to students early in the new
academic year, around the importance of attending.
Look at incorporating ‘nudges’ into our communications to encourage
increased attendance/engagement from the least likely students.

Looking at what this analysis tells us about the attainment and retention gaps
between demographic groups, some demographics were significant variables
in one, or both, of the models which indicates that even when differences in
attendance and engagement were accounted for, there were still statistically
significant differences between these demographic groups. Gender was not
correlated with retention or attainment, suggesting retention and attainment
differences between male and female students are explained by other
variables in the analysis, including engagement and attainment (male
students had lower engagement and attendance on average). Ethnicity group
was correlated with attainment but not with retention. Retention rates were
similar across ethnicity groups, but there were differences in assignment
marks, indicating that the variables in the analysis do not fully explain these
attainment gaps.

What next?

Off the back of this analysis, our next steps are:

Learnings from the experience of both the research group and conducting this
analysis has been to not assume that every institution measures engagement
the same way and to think in a more nuanced way about how student
engagement and behaviour can be analysed in relation to your own unique
institution. Ideas sparked from the group shaped this piece to consider how
engagement is measured and has provided some interesting profile findings
to further consider in the future.

End
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University of the West of England, Bristol

Using data to identify, contact and support ‘hard-to-reach students’

Lead: Louise Carey, Student Advice Coordinator

Introduction 

The University of the West of England Strategy 2030 and the teaching and
learning and strategy contained within, outlines that the University will
‘provide a connected and coherent learner experience across the whole of the
student journey, based on clear expectations, proactive information, advice
and guidance delivered at point of need.’ To help meet this strategic aim, the
university has proactively implemented the StREAM learning analytics
platform to enable early identification of students who might be having
difficulties that may be impacting on their ability to engage with their
academic studies. Once identified, StREAM supports pastoral staff to work with
students to address issues at an early stage before they become barriers to the
student’s progression or completion.

StREAM looks at individual student engagement with core UWE learning
technologies and, using a UWE-specific algorithm, allocates students into
different engagement categories ranging from ‘high’ through to ‘very low’.
Where students are not engaging or there is no data, they may be categorised
as having an engagement score of ‘none’. The Student Advice Team at UWE
use reports run directly from StREAM to identify students in the lower
engagement categories of ‘low’, ‘very low’ and ‘none’ and seeks to contact
them to offer help and support to re-engage with their studies. The style of
communication changes over the course of a semester, depending on how
students respond or whether they have contacted other wider support
services. The first communication is sent from within StREAM, using the
notifications function to contact students who have been in those lower
engagement categories for a consecutive 10-day period. Students who
respond to the StREAM notifications or to other university communications
and who express a desire to re-engage in their studies are supported to help
facilitate this.

By the end of Semester Two, in June 2022, sixty-one students were identified
having no engagement during the semester. The engagement levels of these
‘hard-to-reach’ students had not increased following the initial notification 
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from StREAM, nor they had not engaged with subsequent attempts by the
Student Advice Team to offer support. Given their non-engagement with their
studies and their failure to respond to any university communications, the
students were identified for possible withdrawal from UWE to reduce their fee
liability for services they had not been accessing.

The purpose of this case study is to try and pinpoint any common traits,
characteristics, or patterns that could help identify students earlier or establish
processes that encourage engagement not only with their academic studies,
but with other support services across UWE. 

Overview 

Table 1, below, shows the split of non-engaged students across Faculties and
levels of study. Just under 75% of the sixty-one ‘hard-to-reach’ students
identified as having no engagement within StREAM, were studying level 0
(foundation) or level 1 programmes (45 students).

Table 1: Breakdown of ‘hard-to-reach’ students by Faculty and level of study

Eighteen (1/3) of the 61 students had contacted a student support service in
Semester One. However, these were very small interactions and gave no
suggestion that the student was struggling either academically or with
university life more generally. However, they did not have any contact with the
university in Semester Two.  

The clearest finding amongst the ‘hard-to-reach’ students was that over 50%
(31 students) had repeated or were repeating a year of study within the
duration of their time on the course. This finding suggests that these students
had already experienced circumstances which had impacted upon their 
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No engagement with any of the wider University services during Semester
Two
Over 50% were repeating the year (31/61) 
75% did not log into the VLE during the two-week Starting Block period

engagement with their studies. In addition, eight students had previously
transferred courses but only four of them had transferred courses and then
repeated a further year of study.

In recognition of the fact that early engagement with the University is an
important part of successful induction behaviours, supporting students to feel
like they belong at the university, StREAM was configured to send automated
notifications to students who did not engage with the Blackboard VLE for a
period of at least 7 days during the two-week Starting Block period for new
students at the start of the 2021/2022 academic year. These notifications
reminded students of the support available and gave them the opportunity to
request contact from a Student Support Adviser to discuss any issues they
were experiencing. The analysis into common themes among these ‘hard-to-
reach’ students identified that the majority of the group (46 students) had not
enrolled with the university until mid-way through, or after the end of the
Starting Block. Their late enrolment meant that the students were not visible
within StREAM until after they enrolled, meaning that they probably missed
this crucial early communication and offer of support from the university.

The remaining fifteen students had registered before (or at the very start) of
the Starting Block and therefore were part of the group who received
notifications about not having logged into the Blackboard VLE and offering
information, advice and guidance. Over half of these were Foundation and
level 1 students. Despite receiving some information from the University about
available support, these students nevertheless had no engagement with the
University in Semester Two.

Summary and discussion

There are three emerging trends from the data on the sixty-one hard-to-reach
students identified by StREAM during the 2021/2022 academic year:

1.

2.
3.
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Students who are repeating a year may benefit from a more proactive
support plan to aid their continuation and progression
Students who enrol after the Starting Block has begun need additional,
proactive communications and mechanisms to convey crucial missed
information about their programme and university life
Additional mechanisms are required to reinforce the University support
available, throughout the year e.g. themed campaigns, increased visibility
around the physical and digital campus

These findings clearly show the importance of induction and early
engagement in helping students to settle into university. However,
identification of those students using StREAM notifications is conditional upon
those students having enrolled with the University and therefore being
present in the StREAM data. Late enrolment suggests they are likely to have
missed crucial induction information if they have not accessed timetables or
attended induction sessions. In addition, some of the sixty-one ‘hard-to-reach’
students could arguably be said to have some awareness of the support on
offer from the university via their Starting Block notification or contact with
one of the student services teams during Semester One. However, they did not
choose to make use of these services in Semester Two.

There are a number of implications of these findings if the university is to
reduce the number of students being contacted in Semester Two for no
engagement:

The data related to when students register and if they are already identified as
having not logged in during the Starting Block reinforces the idea that it is
important to engage from the start, with staggered or slow engagement being
shown to affect students’ outcomes. The process for 2022/2023 has already
been amended to ensure that students who receive a Starting Block
notification will be actively followed up. Where contact is made and supportive
conversations take place, students can be directed to information and
materials to catch up with missed studies or supported in accessing academic
support or wider support services. Identifying these students at this early stage
and having these conversations would be another opportunity to use
‘induction …. periods as opportunities to develop healthy behaviours’ (UWE
Transforming Futures Health and Wellbeing Strategy 2020).

It is significant that many of these hard-to-reach students were already 
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repeating a year of study. This finding strongly suggests that there should be
initiatives focused on students who are repeating e.g. having the opportunity
to meet with support services to discuss barriers that have been experienced
and to develop personal strategies to reduce further impact as well as to check
that they are accessing any suitable support, if required. Development of this
initiative would work in line with the coaching approach adopted by the
University, the aim of which is to ‘effectively signpost to appropriate and timely
support and opportunities that improve the mental and physical health and
wellbeing’ (UWE Transforming Futures Health and Wellbeing Strategy 2020). A
stronger collaborative coaching approach like this would allow the student to
identify their own goals and approaches to ensuring success. There could also
be an argument for prioritising contact for those known to be repeating a
period of study when they have subsequently been identified for low/non-
engagement in the following academic year.

The research shows that students with low engagement levels during the first
semester had some limited contact with services at the University. However,
their non-engagement during the second semester implies that either the
root causes of their disengagement were not completely addressed, or new
challenges had arisen, impacting their ability to engage with their studies.
Current processes do not allow for withdrawal of students who have recorded
engagement, albeit brief, or had some contact with departments within the
University. It would seem sensible therefore to review the university’s approach
to defining engagement and to introduce clear guidelines about what
constitutes suitable levels of engagement including an expectation of
significant increase in engagement or active engagement with support
services within the University.

Given the universities moral contract with each student to support their
success, alongside the regulatory framework under the Office for Students to
support successful outcomes for all students, it is arguable that having an
earlier conversation with students about their options, at a point when the
university becomes aware that a student is not likely to progress the year,
would be beneficial all round. Suspending a student’s studies part way through
a year and facilitating an active, managed restart the following academic year
would create time and space for the student to prioritise their wellbeing,
address the causes of their low-no engagement and ensure that they are in a
better position to study and succeed. This approach would also limit any
further fee liability thereby protecting them from increasing debt for services
and resources that they are not accessing.
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Taking into consideration the process changes that have been introduced for
the academic year 2022/2023 around earlier withdrawal it will be useful to
compare the withdrawal levels at the same point in the next academic year.
Using this information will help improve our knowledge of hard-to-reach
students at an earlier point to establish if there are patterns or key dates
relating to when these students are likely to disengage. It will also be useful to
further consider initiatives that could be introduced at these identified points.
Further analysis of the data will help to identify if there are trends related to
certain courses and explore why this may be the case to consider possible
resolutions.

 
End
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