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Executive Summary
Following a report provided in 2009 the RMIT VET Committee commissioned the Survey Services Centre to conduct a telephone survey of exiting TAFE students to better understand the reason for attrition amongst this group. This report provides the outcomes of telephone interviews of 195 students and an analysis of University data about TAFE attrition rates.
The key findings of the study include the following:

· As in the 2008 study, most of the stated reasons for TAFE exit were largely unrelated to the students’ experience of the University. The major reasons given for attrition in order of importance were changes in study choice, ill health and employment. Only 14% of the students departed from RMIT TAFE due to concerns regarding program quality. 
· Over 89% of students interviewed indicated that were they to study again they would consider studying at RMIT and 81% agreed or strongly agreed with the statement “Overall I was satisfied with the quality of the RMIT TAFE program.”
· Of students interviewed more than ninety percent reported that they were satisfied with student life at RMIT and that they were able to fit in and make new friends at RMIT.
· Whilst only a relatively small proportion of students exited RMIT TAFE due to issues related to the program quality the proportion of students in this category has more than doubled over the past two years, increasing from 6.5% in 2008 to 14.3% in 2009. 
· Analysis of demographic and related variables in respect to the latest available year’s student attrition data (2008) reveals that this attrition rate varies significantly by School, study load/mode, highest education qualification on entry, regionality,  indigenous students, and student age group. More specifically, students at risk of discontinuing their TAFE studies were more likely to be; part-time, studying externally, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students and older students. 

· The study reveals a high negative correlation between attrition rates and Module Load Completion Rates (MLCR), suggesting that improvements in MLCR will assist in decreasing student withdrawal rates. 
1 Introduction
1.1 Background
A student exiting without completion of their qualification may represent a loss of income, possibly a loss of reputation to the University and could bring with it a cost to individual students. On the other hand, a student leaving to take up employment represents a positive outcome for the student, particularly in preparatory programs. Collecting detailed information from students who are exiting provides the opportunity to obtain valuable information for the purposes of program and student services improvement and reduction in the incidence of negative forms of student attrition in the future. 

In considering a report in November 2008 on the conduct of a survey of exiting TAFE students prepared by the Survey Services Centre (SSC) the committee commissioned a further, and extended study of this group to be conducted in 2009. 

This report provides the outcomes of the 2009 TAFE exit survey and a quantitative analysis of the TAFE student attrition rates for the 2006-2008 triennium. 

1.2 Methodology
Interview data was collected through a call centre run by the SSC in July 2009. Questionnaire items were based on an extension of the 2008 instrument. A total of 195 students were interviewed in detail about their reasons for discontinuing their studies.
A detailed description of the study’s methodology and the interview instrument are provided in Appendices A and B to this report.
2 Survey Outcomes
2.1 Main Causes for Student Withdrawal
Students were asked the main reason for discontinuing their studies at RMIT TAFE. Responses were classified into five major categories:- employment, ill-health, financial or personal, course quality, changes in study choice, and other reasons.
Table 1 provides the distribution of results including the comparison with the 2008 outcomes. The top two reasons for discontinuation of TAFE studies in 2009 were changes in study choice and other reasons. As in 2008, the program quality in 2009 constituted the least frequent reason for student departure, although the percentage of students selecting this reason for withdrawal from TAFE has doubled from around 7% in 2008 to 14% in 2009. 

Table 1: Reasons for Student Withdrawal 2008-2009
	Reason
	2008 
	2009 

	Employment
	21.6
	18.2

	Ill-health, financial or personal
	20.9
	19.5

	Program Quality
	6.5
	14.3

	Changes in study choice
	29.5
	27.3

	Other reasons
	21.6
	20.8

	Total
	100
	100


Each of the five broad reasons for TAFE program withdrawal together with associated institutional issues is considered in turn below commencing in Section 2.6.
2.2 Assistance for Program Continuation
Students were requested to indicate whether there was anything that RMIT could have done to help them to continue their TAFE program. Most students did not believe that RMIT could have provided any further assistance that would have permitted them to be retained in the TAFE program.

However, a number of students did make suggestions including: 

· the offering of leave of absence to students

· more flexibility in terms of timing, location of classes and flexible delivery, including distance education

· greater involvement of course coordinators in sorting out enrolment problems and provision of class notes/information to permit students to catch up

· the capacity to re-sit examinations more frequently

· more adequate processes for conflict resolution between students and teachers

· the capacity to combine higher education and TAFE qualifications within RMIT; provision of a free tutoring service, for example, in Mathematics

· greater opportunities for interaction between teachers and students

· “streamlining” of the TAFE enrolment process; better transition arrangements from the old to new course

· more prompt response to student feedback on courses (presumably through such instruments as the CES); and application of more effective learning and teaching methods.

2.3 Possible Future Studies at RMIT
Respondents were requested to indicate whether, in the future, if they do decide to study again, they would consider enrolling at RMIT. Table 2 show that the overwhelming majority of departing students (89%) would either enrol in RMIT Higher Education (49%) or re-enrol in RMIT TAFE in the future (40%) suggesting that the students’ experiences at RMIT were largely positive in nature. Only a relatively low percentage (11%) of the students dropping out from their RMIT TAFE program would not consider future enrolment at the University.
Table 2: Possible Future Studies at RMIT

	
	Number
	Percent

	Yes, RMIT Higher Ed
	96
	49.0

	Yes, RMIT TAFE
	79
	40.3

	No
	21
	10.7

	Total
	196
	100.0


2.4 Student Satisfaction
Table 3 shows the departing students’ degree of agreement with a number of statements concerning their RMIT learning and teaching environment and related issues and shows a number of very positive aspects of aspects of the RMIT TAFE experience including:

· the relatively high percentage of students who were able to juggle their work and study commitments (62%)
· the high proportion of students who could balance personal relationships with study (77%)

· the very high percentage of students who were able to fit with other students and make new friends at RMIT (95%)
· the very high proportion of students who were satisfied with student life on campus (92%)

· the high percentage of overall satisfaction with the quality of RMIT program (81%),
· and, the low percentage of students experiencing language/communication difficulties (12%)
However, the study findings suggest a number of areas of concern including: 

· the curriculum/program could have been modified to permit them to continue their studies (42%)

· lack of online/distance learning option at RMIT (32%)

· students who were uncertain about their academic goals (32%)

· those who felt overwhelmed by the demands of their TAFE program (36%), and

· the lack of evening classes availability (34%).
Table 3: Learning and Teaching Environment 

	
	Percent agreement  

	Curriculum/program deliver could have been modified to permit me to continue studies
	41.8

	Dissatisfied with my academic performance
	29.5

	Never intended to complete program
	9.0

	Made wrong study choice
	30.3

	Lack of online/distance learning
	31.7

	Program would not have led to good job/career
	22.2

	Was able to juggle work and study commitments
	62.4

	Was able to balance personal relationships with study
	77.4

	Was able to fit with other students and make new friends at RMIT
	94.6

	Am unsure about my academic goals
	32.3

	Need a break from study
	39.7

	Had language/communication problems
	12.4

	Felt overwhelmed by demands of TAFE program
	36.1

	Have achieved my academic goals
	28.7

	There was a lack of evening classes
	33.5

	There was a lack of practical/relevant classes
	23.5

	Satisfied with student life at RMIT
	91.7

	Overall satisfied with RMIT program quality.
	80.9


2.5 Importance of Student Attrition Factors
Table 4 specifies the importance of the various generic reasons for student departure from RMIT TAFE (includes students who selected ‘somewhat important’ and ‘very important’). The top three reasons for student withdrawal from RMIT TAFE studies include Employment (54%), Changes in Study Choice (47%) and Other Factors Not Related to RMIT University (39%). This constitutes an important and positive finding for RMIT TAFE, given that these factors for student exit are external to the University. Indeed the RMIT related factors including concerns about our course quality (30%) and other RMIT related factors (21%) were of much lesser perceived importance. Further, it is noted that Table 17 includes both “somewhat important” and “very important” categories and if the former category is eliminated, it is found that only 15% of the departing students had concerns about RMIT course quality and 9% in terms of other RMIT related factors- diminishing the importance of RMIT related factors for TAFE student exit further. 
Table 4: Importance of Broad Factors for Students’ Decision to Withdraw (percent) 

	Reason
	Somewhat important
	Very important 
	Total importance

	Employment
	16.4
	37.9
	64.4

	Ill-health
	8.2
	10.8
	19.0

	Financial
	10.8
	12.3
	23.1

	Other Personal Reasons
	15.4
	20.5
	35.9

	Concerns about RMIT TAFE Course quality
	14.9
	14.9
	29.7

	Changes in Study Choice
	17.4
	29.7
	47.2

	Other RMIT Related factors
	11.8
	9.2
	21.0

	Other Factors Not Related to RMIT University
	16.9
	21.5
	38.5


2.6 Employment 
The approximately 18% of the respondents who selected employment issues as being dominant in terms of their exit from their RMIT TAFE studies were asked a series of questions about the impact of employment on their studies.
Employment and Study Perceptions

Table 5 provides the withdrawing students’ perceptions of potential links between the tertiary studies and employment spheres.
Table 5: Student Perceptions of Employment and Studies
	Employment Factors
	Percent agreement  

	Work pressures made it difficult to study
	64.9

	Employment status changed making it difficult to continue studies
	78.4

	RMIT studies provided sufficient skills to obtain employment
	58.3

	In future shall be able to combine work with RMIT studies
	73.0

	RMIT program helped to find a job
	45.9

	Total
	100


In nearly two-thirds of the cases where employment was the principal reason for departing from RMIT TAFE, work pressures were too great to permit continued RMIT studies. More than 78% of such students discontinued their studies due to changes in their employment status. In around 58% of cases the students who had departed for employment reasons believed that their RMIT studies furnished them with sufficient knowledge and skills to find a job. Importantly, nearly three-quarters of the students who had departed for employment factors were able to foresee a time when they will be able to combine work with further RMIT studies. In 46% of the cases the students found their RMIT program very useful in helping them to find a job.

Managing the Demands of Working and Studying

Most of the students who discontinued their studies for work-related reasons did not discuss the demands of managing work with study with anyone from either RMIT or their family/friends. For many students the workplace demands were simply too great to continue their studies at this time. Examples along these lines include: “I changed from part time work to full time work and it was too hard to manage to juggle everything”; “there was too much pressure to keep up with the actual work, never mind the course”; and “I am on a roster and doing shift work and hence would not have been able to make it to classes”.

A very small number of withdrawing students for employment reasons had spoken to family, friends or teachers but still proceeded with their decision to discontinue their RMIT TAFE program. Related inputs include “I talked to my friends and other students but none really had any good suggestions for me”; “Yes (I spoke to) everyone - parents and friends but not my teachers”; “yes, spoke to teachers…but need to get some money together before returning (to RMIT)”; “I talked to someone at RMIT but they said that it was not possible to do the course with the limited time availability I had due to my full time job”.

One student had spoken to the RMIT staff but did not receive the appropriate assistance/advice, namely: “Yes I spoke to …and they did not help or offer any assistance. I wanted to transfer to a computer subject but they would not assist me”. 
Combining Work and Continued Studies

 A number of respondents did not believe that RMIT could have done anything to permit them to combine their employment and RMIT studies. Nevertheless other students made a number of suggestions that may be worthy of consideration by RMIT as follows:
· Perhaps RMIT could make the course one day a week or one day during the (working) week and one day on the weekend to make it more manageable to combine work and studies.

· RMIT could offer a short weekend course to students on how to maintain balance between work and studies.

· Commencing evening classes a bit later, say 6pm, rather than the current 5pm, may permit students to more effectively make it to classes after work.

· Application of more flexible learning methods such as distance learning and online tutorials.

2.7 Ill-health, Financial and Personal Factors 
Respondents who had selected ill-health, financial and personal factors as the main reason for their exit from the TAFE program were requested to share their experiences in terms of the following issues:

· Which of the following factors constituted the main reason for your discontinuation of your RMIT Program?
· Is there anything that RMIT could have done to support you?
Ill-Health, Financial & Personal Factors Constituting Main Reason for Discontinuation

Table 6 specifies the main reason for student discontinuation from studies related to ill-health, financial and personal factors. The principal factors include unspecified personal reasons, financial issues and student ill health.
Table 6: Health, Finances and Studies
	Ill-health, Financial or Personal Factors 
	Percent 

	Student ill health
	17.8

	Ill health of family
	6.7

	Increased program cost
	2.2

	Other financial reasons
	20.0

	Other personal factors
	53.3

	Total
	100


Possible Support from RMIT
Students who discontinued their RMIT TAFE program due to ill-health, financial or personal reasons were requested to consider whether RMIT could have done anything to support them.
Many students interviewed could not name anything RMIT could have done. Responses included: “I think that the reasons (for my departure) were more personal problems, work and kids were too young and it was too demanding…it just did not work out”; “No (nothing could be done)… the coordinators were helpful”; “It was a Government issue with the fees…it wasn’t anything RMIT could have done”; “No (nothing could be done)…the teachers were understanding about other work demands”; “Not really (nothing could be done)…thinking about continuing next year…requirements were too much with her child”; and “It was beyond RMIT to do anything”.

Other students who withdrew for personal and related reasons did make some suggestions about what could have been done by RMIT in their circumstances including greater flexibility with submission of assignments and timetabling of classes; more generous provision of student leave of absence; easier student access to counselling services; easier access to student administration staff; closer monitoring of traineeships by RMIT in order to ensure that the trainees were assigned useful and manageable tasks by employers/industry; better and more timely allocation and stability in teaching room assignments (avoid over-crowding and frequent changes to classrooms).

2.8 Program Quality
The percentage (14%) of TAFE departures due to concerns regarding program quality was relatively low. 
Usefulness of Program Content

Students were asked how useful was their Program’s content including classes, learning materials and assessment. 
Table 7: Usefulness of Program Content (percent)
	
	2008 
	2009 

	Not at all
	11.1
	33.3

	To some degree
	44.4
	37.0

	Useful
	0.0
	18.5

	Very useful
	44.4
	11.1

	Total
	100
	100


In 2009 around 67% of the students departing for program quality reasons believed the program content was useful at least to some degree. This represents a decline from the corresponding responses received in 2008 when around 89% found the content useful at least to some degree.
The responses, from students who chose program quality as the reason for exiting their program, were widely different, for instance they ranged from personal reasons; such as their teacher’s attitude to them, to stating that the content of the program was pitched at the wrong level to expectations.

Some of the program/study improvements articulated by students are summarised below:
· Courses are pitched more at the managerial level and with more intensive delivery.
· More helpful teaching staff including high level contact and teaching to ensure that students understand the concepts.

· Expected more practical assignments, tasks and not so theory based.

· Expected to be treated fairly but encountered racism from the teacher.

· Students need to be treated as adults by teachers not as children.

· Teachers with industrial experience.

· More effective enrolment process, including accurate billing for courses.

· Effective communication/delivery of course content by teachers to students.

Expectations of Program
Table 8 details whether the students’ expectations of their program were met; as in 2008 the majority (85%) believed that their expectations of the program were not met. 

Table 8: Achievement of Program Expectations
	Response

	2008 
	2009 

	Yes
	22.2
	15.4

	No
	77.8
	84.6

	Total
	100
	100


Student Perceptions of Program Quality

Table 9 shows the withdrawing students’ perceptions of the program quality and related issues. Relatively high satisfaction rates are noted regarding the students’ responses concerning their teachers’ skills, experience and knowledge (89%) and the time allocated for the completion of assessments (86%). But the students were less satisfied with the teachers’ helpfulness, approachability and accessibility suggesting that there may be a need for staff development activities to ensure that such attributes are enhanced in our teaching personnel.
Table 9: Student Perceptions
	
	Percent agreement

	Time required to complete assessment was reasonable
	85.7

	Teachers very helpful, approachable & accessible
	64.0

	Provided appropriate feedback on learning by teachers
	69.6

	Teachers had appropriate skills, experience & knowledge
	88.5

	Course content was current
	74.1


2.9 Changes in Study Choice
Students departing RMIT due to changes in the study choice were questioned further during the telephone interview.
Reason for Decision to Transfer to another Institution
Table 10 specifies the reasons for student departure from RMIT TAFE where the fundamental factor for the student attrition was a change in study choice.
The major reasons for student exit was transfer from TAFE to Higher Education (36%) within RMIT suggesting that by degree that RMIT articulation programs are working effectively at least for some students. Around a quarter of such departures relate to students transferring to another TAFE institution and around 16% entering non-RMIT universities.
Table 10: Change in Study Choice

	Reason
	Percent 

	Accepted into Higher Education Program at RMIT
	36.2

	Accepted into TAFE Program at another institution
	25.9

	Accepted into another Higher Education institution
	15.5

	Other
	22.4


Encouraging Continuation at RMIT

Students who had departed for changes in study choice were asked to indicate whether there was anything RMIT could have done to encourage them to continue with their RMIT TAFE Program. Most of the respondents did not believe that RMIT could have done anything to retain them within the TAFE program. They had made a firm decision to move to another program external to RMIT TAFE, for example, “Not really…I am still enrolled at RMIT but in Higher Education, now doing a Bachelor degree program”. 

Usefulness of Program at RMIT

Respondents were requested to indicate how useful they found the TAFE Program at RMIT during the time they were studying that program. Table 11 reveals that 79% of the respondents regarded the program as being useful or very useful to them with nearly 13% finding the program useful to some degree. Indeed only 4 students (8% of the respondents) did not find the program of any use to them in 2009. Table 8 also compares the outcome with the 2008 survey. It reveals that the perceived usefulness (useful or very useful) of the program content for those departing for study choice reasons increased from 68% in 2008 to 79% in 2009.
Table 11: Usefulness of Program Content (percent)

	
	2008 
	2009 

	Not at all
	2.6
	7.5

	To some degree
	28.9
	13.2

	Useful
	47.4
	37.7

	Very useful
	21.1
	41.5

	Total
	100
	100


Expectations at Program Enrolment

Students who had exited TAFE due to changes in study choice were requested to indicate what expectations they had of RMIT TAFE when they first enrolled in the TAFE program. Responses included that they thought that the TAFE program would be more “practical” in nature but wasn’t; the actual “teaching level was poor” in comparison to the student’s expectations; more support from and greater accessibility to TAFE teachers; skills development for their later career (but was not realised); using RMIT TAFE program as a “stepping stone” to Higher Education with successful outcomes (including credit transfer and articulation); offer more specific tutoring for specific courses; expected shorter class contact hours but actually found that the timetable interfered with the student’s work commitments.

Meeting of Expectations and Possible Improvements

The students were also requested to indicate whether their expectations were met. Table 12 shows the distribution of responses suggesting that in half of the cases RMIT did meet their expectations. This outcome has decreased since the work undertaken in 2008.

Table 12: Achievement of Program Expectations
	Response
	2008 
	2009 

	Yes
	47.4
	21.1

	No
	31.6
	50.0

	Partially
	21.0
	28.9

	Total
	100
	100


Where the students’ expectations were not met (50%), they were asked to suggest what RMIT could have done to improve the situation and several themes emerged. One element relates to effective communication with students about such matters as the workload expectations and more information about the course, for example, one student observed that “Two lines in a course catalogue is not a lot to choose on” and (staff) listening to students “I talked to (the staff) but no one seemed to listen”. Another theme relates to the quality of learning and teaching experiences/interactions including: : “I just had a real issue with the teaching quality”; “more support and access to teachers”; “(Need for) professional and enthusiastic teachers”’ and  “They (the teachers) could have explained the tasks more thoroughly”.

2.10 Other Factors in Student Attrition
Students who had departed for other reasons were requested to provide more details about why they had left, whether they had spoken to RMIT staff about their issues and whether anything else could have been done by RMIT to assist them.
Other Reasons for Departure
Approximately 80% of the stated “other reasons” for departing from RMIT TAFE related to extraneous factors. Examples of these other reasons include establishing a new business, changes in employment conditions, workload and related pressures, changes in academic/vocational interest, personal/family factors, relocation to other geographical regions away from Melbourne, and insufficiency of skills to undertake the course such as poor English skills.
Some students had not received adequate training in English to complete a course of study. In some cases a combination of these factors were involved in the decision to withdraw from the TAFE program, for instance, one student was planning to move overseas and had just acquired a new job.
Other quoted student reasons for withdrawal from the TAFE program (in around 20% of “Other reasons”)  were to varying degrees related to RMIT TAFE program or related factors. Examples along these lines include inability to obtain leave of absence due to the course changing; inaccurate information provided to student at time of enrolment; student could not obtain assistance with learning difficulties (“I have a learning disability and the course coordinator denied me lecture notes…”); course scheduling/timetable problems (“I was really unimpressed to find that the course was only run on a Saturday”); and balance between theory and practice in the course (“I wanted more of a hands on course/pre-apprenticeship style…it had too much theory”).

Prior Consultation with RMIT Staff

Most of the students who left RMIT TAFE for other reasons did not consult with the University staff prior to their departure. A few departing students did consult with RMIT staff and found them supportive and understanding. Nevertheless in a couple of cases the student’s comments may be of concern, including: “I did speak to the people at the HUB and they were somewhat helpful but they were so under the gun- so busy and under-staffed”; and “spoke to…he said that it was a personal decision but on a professional level the qualification would be of no benefit”. These may represent isolated cases but indicate that further professional development training may be required for staff in the sphere of staff/student interaction.

Any Other Assistance from RMIT

Most of the departing students for other reasons did not believe that RMIT could have done anything else to assist them under the circumstances, largely due to as previously indicated, external issues being responsible for their departure from RMIT TAFE. Examples include: “they (RMIT staff) were pretty good…if they could have kept me enrolled they would have”; and “It was all my decision (to withdraw), there was nothing they (RMIT staff) could have done to convince me to stay”.

However, three students did make some suggestions about potential assistance/improvements including: “Include more information in the course guide”;  “Let me come to classes once a week instead of twice…there was nothing flexible”; and “Improvements need to be made to the system of lecture delivery as well as a re-organisation of information flow”.

3 Quantitative Analysis of TAFE Attrition Rate

3.1 TAFE Attrition Rate

The primary focus of the present study is on students discontinuing their TAFE studies and not on those who may have dropped out from one TAFE RMIT program but commenced another TAFE program. Accordingly the present section will focus on RMIT TAFE level student attrition.

Table 13 presents the data on TAFE attrition rates for 2008 segmented by demographic and related variables. 
Table 13: 2008 TAFE Attrition Rate by Demographic and other Variables
	
	
	2008 Student Attrition Rate % %(percent)
	No. of withdrawing students

	School
	Art
	1.33
	3

	
	Creative Media
	2.87
	30

	
	Design
	1.13
	21

	
	Education
	11.58
	225

	
	Fashion & Textiles
	1.87
	33

	
	Global Studies, Soc Sci & Planning
	1.11
	22

	
	Life & Physical Sciences
	3.04
	88

	
	Property, Construction & Project Management
	12.90
	97

	
	Business
	1.89
	110

	
	Engineering
	2.65
	140

	
	Total
	3.26
	769

	Study Load
	Full-time
	0.80
	46

	
	Part-time
	4.06
	723

	Socio-economic Status
	Low
	3.60
	135

	
	Medium to High
	3.53
	608

	Regional
	Regional
	2.66
	87

	 
	Other
	3.36
	682

	Remote
	Remote
	23.08
	9

	 
	Other
	3.23
	760

	Aboriginal/Torres Strait Islander
	ATSI
	6.71
	23

	 
	Other
	3.21
	746

	Overseas Born
	Overseas Born
	3.03
	254

	 
	Australian Born
	3.39
	515

	Broad Funding Source
	Government
	2.46
	425

	 
	Australian Fee Paying
	8.80
	318

	 
	International Off Shore Fee Paying
	1.63
	19

	 
	International On Shore Fee Paying
	0.50
	7

	Gender
	Female
	2.95
	324

	 
	Male
	3.54
	445


	Non-English Speaking Background
	NESB
	2.66
	98

	 
	Other
	3.38
	671

	Age Group
	20 or Less Years
	2.78
	248

	 
	21-30 Years
	3.04
	259

	
	31 Years or Older
	4.29
	262

	Study Mode
	Internal
	2.68
	574

	 
	Mixed mode
	4.05
	23

	 
	External
	14.32
	172

	Highest Education
	Bachelor or Higher Degree
	2.60
	74

	 
	Advanced Diploma or Associate Degree
	1.42
	15

	 
	Diploma
	4.44
	51

	 
	Certificate IV
	2.72
	45

	 
	Certificate III
	4.12
	85

	 
	Certificate II 
	5.25
	65

	
	Certificate I
	2.22
	7


Regarding TAFE sector attrition the following outcomes were noteworthy:-
· The Schools of Education and Property Construction and Project Management sustained high attrition compared with the overall average.

· Part time students were more likely to discontinue than full time students.

· Internal students were about 5 times less likely to drop out from their Program than external students.
· Student from remote areas were much more likely to discontinue their Program than other students.
· ATSI, and Australian Fee Paying and older students also showed higher attrition levels.
3.2 Trends in TAFE Attrition over 2006 to 2008 Triennium

Table 14 compares the TAFE attrition rates according to demographic and related variables for 2006 and 2008. 
Table 14: 2006-2008 Comparison of TAFE Attrition Rate by Demographic and other Variables
	
	
	2006 Student Attrition Rate %
	2008 Student Attrition Rate %

	School
	Art
	1.09
	1.33

	
	Creative Media
	0.33
	2.87

	
	Design
	2.05
	1.13

	
	Education
	6.97
	11.58

	
	Fashion & Textiles
	2.26
	1.87

	
	Global Studies, Soc Sci & Planning
	5.74
	1.11

	
	Life & Physical Sciences
	3.76
	3.04

	
	Property, Construction & Project Management
	24.48
	12.90

	
	Business
	5.67
	1.89

	
	Engineering
	4.04
	2.65

	
	Total
	4.90
	3.26

	Study Load
	Full-time
	1.92
	0.80

	
	Part-time
	5.97
	4.06

	Socio-economic Status
	Low
	5.45
	3.60

	
	Medium to High
	5.37
	3.53

	Regional
	Regional
	3.87
	2.66

	 
	Other
	5.01
	3.36

	Remote
	Remote#
	0.00
	23.08

	 
	Other
	4.90
	3.23

	Aboriginal/Torres Strait Islander
	ATSI
	6.59
	6.71

	 
	Other
	4.87
	3.21

	Overseas Born
	Overseas Born
	4.12
	3.03

	 
	Australian Born
	5.36
	3.39

	Broad Funding Source
	Government
	4.06
	2.46

	 
	Australian Fee Paying
	13.45
	8.80

	 
	International Off Shore Fee Paying
	2.43
	1.63

	 
	International On Shore Fee Paying
	1.15
	0.50

	Gender
	Female
	4.33
	2.95

	 
	Male
	5.37
	3.54

	Age Group
	20 or Less Years
	3.98
	2.78

	 
	21-30 Years
	5.20
	3.04

	
	31 Years or Older
	6.03
	4.29

	Study Mode
	Internal
	3.75
	2.68

	 
	Mixed mode
	7.96
	4.05

	 
	External
	18.53
	14.32

	Highest Education
	Bachelor or Higher Degree
	6.21
	2.60

	 
	Advanced Diploma or Associate Degree
	4.75
	1.42

	 
	Diploma
	5.97
	4.44

	 
	Certificate IV
	3.64
	2.72

	 
	Certificate III
	3.39
	4.12

	 
	Certificate II 
	3.75
	5.25

	
	Certificate I
	6.50
	2.22


# There were only 5 remote students in 2006
3.3 Module Load Completion Rate

Table 15 presents the 2008 MLCR for RMIT TAFE cross-tabulated by various demographic and related variables. The following observations are made regarding the data:
· Comparison of attrition data reported above shows a high negative correlation between attrition rates and MLCR (r=-0.88). Thus as MLCR increases, attrition rates tend to decrease. In other words the tendency is for better performing students to be retained.
· In respect to Schools, the top three performing Schools on MLCR scores for 2008 included Creative Media , Life and Physical Sciences and Business whilst the bottom three Schools include Education, Property, Construction and Project Management and Engineering.

· Full-time students performed better on the MLCR metric than their part-time colleagues.
· External Studies TAFE students were out-performed by both internal and mixed mode students.

· In terms of highest education, the Advanced Diploma or Associate Degree students were on top whilst Certificate II students had the lowest mean MLCR.

· MLCR appears to increase with the socio-economic status of students.

· Students drawn from regional areas tend to perform better than the other students, but students from remote areas generate much lower MLCR than their other colleagues.
· Similarly the indigenous students do not perform as well as other students.

· International students generated a greater MLCR than Australian students with Australian fee paying students generating the lowest MLCR.

· Female students outperformed their male colleagues.
· Students from a Non-English speaking background did not perform as well as other students.
· The younger students aged below 21 years were outperformed by the older age groups. 
Table 15: 2008 TAFE MLCR by Demographic and other Variables
	
	
	2008 MLCR

	School
	Art
	72.40

	
	Creative Media
	79.12

	
	Design
	71.85

	
	Education
	46.91

	
	Fashion & Textiles
	75.02

	
	Global Studies, Soc Sci & Planning
	74.61

	
	Life & Physical Sciences
	78.65

	
	Property, Construction & Project Management
	57.39

	
	Business
	77.26

	
	Engineering
	69.93

	
	
	

	Study Load
	Full-time
	76.1

	
	Part-time
	70.47

	Socio-economic Status
	Low
	67.77

	
	Medium to High
	72.68

	Regional
	Regional
	79.95

	 
	Other
	70.66

	Remote
	Remote
	11.26

	 
	Other
	72.00

	Aboriginal/Torres Strait Islander
	ATSI
	60.48

	 
	Other
	72.09

	Overseas Born
	Overseas Born
	70.99

	 
	Australian Born
	72.44

	Broad Funding Source
	Government
	70.65

	 
	Australian Fee Paying
	68.13

	 
	International Off Shore Fee Paying
	87.12

	 
	International On Shore Fee Paying
	83.21

	Gender
	Female
	74.71

	 
	Male
	69.56

	Non-English Speaking Background
	NESB
	69.05

	 
	Other
	72.46

	Age Group
	20 or Less Years
	70.49

	 
	21-30 Years
	73.08

	
	31 Years or Older
	72.42

	Study Mode
	Internal
	71.63

	 
	Mixed mode
	75.94

	 
	External
	65.39

	Highest Education
	Bachelor or Higher Degree
	73.23

	 
	Advanced Diploma or Associate Degree
	81.07

	 
	Diploma
	75.79

	 
	Certificate IV
	76.36

	 
	Certificate III
	69.67

	 
	Certificate II 
	68.59

	
	Certificate I
	72.59


3.4 Program Attrition Rate

The major focus of the present study is the examination of student attrition from RMIT TAFE (‘sectoral level’ student attrition). Nevertheless, it was considered useful to contemplate program attrition rates by demographic and other related variables for the latest available year (2008) in order to provide another perspective. This is the purpose of the present section. 
Table 16 below specifies the program attrition rate by various student demographic and related variables.
Table 16: 2008 Program Attrition Rate by Demographic and other Variables
	
	
	2008 Student Attrition Rate %

	School
	Art
	1.33

	
	Creative Media
	3.26

	
	Design
	1.24

	
	Education
	15.08

	
	Fashion & Textiles
	2.04

	
	Global Studies, Soc Sci & Planning
	1.11

	
	Life & Physical Sciences
	3.25

	
	Property, Construction & Project Management
	13.56

	
	Business
	3.34

	
	Engineering
	2.95

	
	Total
	4.06

	Study Load
	Full-time
	0.83

	
	Part-time
	5.10

	Socio-economic Status
	Low
	4.35

	
	Medium to High
	4.46

	Regional
	Regional
	2.78

	 
	Other
	4.27

	Remote
	Remote
	23.08

	 
	Other
	4.03

	Aboriginal/Torres Strait Islander
	ATSI
	7.00

	 
	Other
	4.02

	Overseas Born
	Overseas Born
	4.26

	 
	Australian Born
	3.95

	Broad Funding Source
	Government
	3.16

	 
	Australian Fee Paying
	10.69

	 
	International Off Shore Fee Paying
	1.63

	 
	International On Shore Fee Paying
	0.50

	Gender
	Female
	3.85

	 
	Male
	4.25

	Non-English Speaking Background
	NESB
	4.13

	 
	Other
	4.05

	Age Group
	20 or Less Years
	3.52

	 
	21-30 Years
	3.58

	
	31 Years or Older
	5.53

	Study Mode
	Internal
	3.49

	 
	Mixed mode
	4.93

	 
	External
	15.07

	Highest Education
	Bachelor or Higher Degree
	3.19


	 
	Advanced Diploma or Associate Degree
	2.46

	 
	Diploma
	5.31

	 
	Certificate IV
	3.56

	 
	Certificate III
	4.85

	 
	Certificate II 
	6.13

	
	Certificate I
	2.86


The following observations are made on the data contained in Table 16 regarding the 2008 TAFE Program attrition rate:

· The overall program attrition rate for TAFE during 2008 was around 4.1%. Two Schools, namely, Education (15.1%) and Property, Construction and Project Management (13.6%) sustained over three times this overall attrition rate. 
· Part-time students (5.1%) were more likely to discontinue their program than full-time students (0.8%). 
· External studies students (15.1%) were around four times more likely to drop out from their program than internal studies students (3.5%). 
· Aboriginal/Torres Strait Islander students (7.0%) are more likely to discontinue their studies than other students (4.0%). 

· The student’s broad funding source appears to make a difference to program attrition rate. In particular the international students experienced lower student attrition than local students. More specifically, international onshore fee paying students  were the least likely to withdraw from the TAFE program, followed by international off shore fee paying students , Australian Government funded students and finally the Australian fee paying students.  
· Male students experienced a greater attrition rate than their female counterparts.
· Older students tend to sustain a greater student attrition rate than younger students. 
Although as previously mentioned, the present study’s focus is sectoral level student attrition, program attrition may also be of interest to the TAFE Division for certain reasons. First, any action on student attrition will need to focus its attention at the program/school level, given our organisational structures and administrative arrangements. Further, if the student drops out from a TAFE program, this may impact on the viability of the program and its cost effectiveness since smaller classes may not prove economically viable. 
4 TAFE Student Exit Benchmarking with VU and     Swinburne

The possibility of quantitative and qualitative TAFE student exit benchmarking of RMIT data with Victoria University and Swinburne University of Technology, given their inter-sectoral nature and hence some shared aims with RMIT University, has been investigated. Survey Services Centre staff initially met on 11th June 2009 with relevant staff from these two universities to discuss the possibility of inter-institutional cooperation in terms of TAFE exit benchmarking. The colleagues from the other two Victorian institutions felt that any such benchmarking study will take time and that the initial focus ought to be on the quantitative benchmarking of student attrition rates by demographic and related variables. At the time of concluding the preparation of this report neither quantitative nor qualitative data were available from Victoria or Swinburne Universities. However, when this data does become available, Survey Services Centre will provide a separate benchmarking report to the TAFE Directorate and Deputy Vice Chancellor. 
5 Conclusions
The profile of the at risk TAFE student includes: part time students; external studies students; students from remote areas, ATSI students; Australian fee paying students; male TAFE students and older students. Future retention strategies should target such students so as to result in the maximum impact on reducing University attrition rates.
The student exit survey found that the majority of departing students do so for reasons other than a direct experience of the University. In particular around 86% of the exiting students left RMIT TAFE for employment, ill-health, financial or personal, changes in study choice and other reasons that were mainly outside the domain of RMIT. Only 14% of the students departed due to concerns about our program quality. This constitutes a major positive finding of the study. It is reinforced by a number of other supportive findings of the study including:

· Nearly three quarters of the students who had exited RMIT TAFE for employment reasons felt that in future they expect to be able to combine work with RMIT studies suggesting a significant proportion of these discontinuing students are “stop outs” rather than permanent drop outs.

· Researchers believe that social integration of students on campus is a major positive force against student attrition. Around 95% of withdrawing students indicated that they were able to fit in with other students and make new friends at RMIT. Clearly on the whole our students are socially well integrated in the campus environment. Indeed 92% expressed satisfaction with student life at RMIT.

· 89% of the departing students would again enrol at RMIT University in the future, should they decide to resume their tertiary studies.

· The overall satisfaction from departing students with respect to RMIT program quality was 81%, again indicating a very positive outcome for RMIT TAFE.

On the other hand there are a few aspects of the study findings that generate some concern for future action. Although in absolute terms the proportion of students departing for reasons of program quality was relatively low, nevertheless this issue contributed to only around 6.5% of TAFE student exits in 2008 but more than doubled to 14.3% in 2009. A factor emerging in terms of student departures for reason of program quality was the concern about the degree to which teachers were found to be helpful, approachable and accessible. The literature on student attrition suggests that both social and academic integration of students are important in facilitating student retention. Although the RMIT TAFE is travelling well in terms of social integration, with only 64% indicating that the teachers were very helpful, approachable and accessible, more effort maybe required in this area.

The qualitative inputs from students in general were miscellaneous and varied, often reflecting the opinion of a minority of students. However, there were a couple of recurring themes that may require future action by RMIT TAFE.
One such area relates to the scheduling of student classes with main concerns being the timeliness of timetables and a capacity to offer some alternative options to students who are particularly trying to combine both work and study pursuits. Regarding the latter, the availability of alternative modes of study such as online/distance learning could further enhance the options provided to students in terms of pursuing their studies. Indeed the point about timetabling/class scheduling was further reinforced by the quantitative study finding that around 1 in 3 departing students felt that there was a lack of evening classes. 

The qualitative study also identified some student concerns with enrolment processes and related matters. This includes the provision of adequate information prior to enrolments within the course catalogue/guide, accurate billing for courses and streamlined study leave of absence processes.
Ideally the measurement of program/TAFE attrition rate ought to be based on a cohort analysis whereby students files at time t and t+1 should be compared and if the students included in file at time t are not there in the following year (t+1) then they can be considered as “student attrition” provided they have not completed the academic requirements of their program. Unfortunately given the time constraints and availability of relevant student files, it was not possible to implement such a procedure on this occasion. Nevertheless it is recommended that any future replication of this study should adopt the cohort analysis approach to TAFE student attrition, with the assistance of the SRU.

6 Implications of Findings

As previously stated, overall the study is very positive in nature for RMIT TAFE, for instance, given that 89% of the exiting students would consider returning to RMIT in the future, if the opportunity arises. Nevertheless, there are some implications of the findings of this research that will assist, if actioned, to further improve the learning and related environment and minimise attrition in the future. These implications are:

Recommendations to Reduce Student Attrition

· Focus on high risk groups: Future student retention strategies ought to target the high risk student groups identified by the quantitative part of this study. The fact that there is a very high negative correlation between MLCR and student attrition rate suggests that such strategies should inter alia focus on maximising student success in assessments in order to minimise the attrition rate.
· Timetabling and flexibility in study options: A greater degree of flexibility in terms of when and how student study could assist RMIT TAFE in retaining students who are trying to combine employment and other pursuits with their studies. Clearly students at risk need to be identified and with alternative options canvassed with them by staff providing them with counselling in the matter.
· Streamlined enrolment and related processes: Although undoubtedly overall the student administrative processes are working effectively, the departing students did identify some concerns that need to be addressed, including the provision of more comprehensive course guides to inform student decisions and enrolment choices, accurate billing for courses and clarity and choices in terms of student leave of absence.
· Enhanced academic integration of students: including more accessible and approachable teachers who can maximise the opportunities for interaction with students. Associated issues of staff development and effective management of staff workloads may also need to be addressed in order to provide a conducive environment for maximising staff-student interactions in the future.
· Enhanced Student Induction : consideration be given to the inclusion of advice to students during the induction period that if they are contemplating exit from their TAFE program to seek assistance and advice from staff and whom the relevant persons to contact are in the University.

Appendix A Research Methodology
Definitions
Student attrition can happen either at the Program, School, College, Sectoral or institutional levels within RMIT University. The principal focus of the current study was at the sectoral level. This is when a student is considered to have dropped out, if after enrolling within RMIT TAFE, they decide to depart the TAFE sector and either enrol in RMIT Higher Education, other institutions, or leave education entirely. Certainly this is the group considered for the TAFE exit survey. In terms of the quantitative analysis of student attrition rates, again the principal focus was on the sectoral level student attrition from RMIT TAFE. However, the study will also present the 2008 program attrition rates. The student is considered as a ‘program level attrition’ if after initial enrolment within a TAFE program, they decide to discontinue their studies in that program.

It is understood that the Program or TAFE institutional level attrition rate has not been quantified before and there are some complexities in technically measuring the student attrition rate for TAFE at RMIT. Given the file provided by the RMIT Statistics and Reporting Unit, the following process was adopted in determining whether a student was to be classified as “attrition”: 
Data file that has been used to analyse the attrition rate consists of TAFE student census information provided to the Government periodically each year. Variables and parameter for producing the data are as follows:

List of TAFE exit students from programs by selecting HasReportedHours equal to ‘NO’. This list may consist of students transferring to a different program

Based on the list (point-1), do the match back with Sub3-File by Student-ID to identify student who are still studying at RMIT

Point 1 – Point2 = list of students who exit from RMIT TAFE

Regional,Remote: students whose home residence postcode is identified as regional or remote according to the Regional, Remote and Metropolitan Areas classification (RRMA) updated by the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. 

Low socioeconomic status: students whose home postcode falls within the lowest quartile of the national population as determined by the ABS Index of Education and Population
Development of the Questionnaire

The questionnaire is mainly qualitative with some quantifiable elements added given inputs from the TAFE Directorate and the Chancellery, following the implementation of the 2008 Survey.

The questions were piloted by conducting a focus group with six current RMIT students, as well as RMIT staff. The questionnaire was based on the 2008 survey instrument, modified to reflect inputs received on the study report, in particular, adding a quantitative dimension to the 2008 study. The Survey Services Centre drafted some key questions. This drafted instrument was also tested with the TAFE Directorate. Some feedback and suggestions were received on the draft from Marcos Anastassiou, the Senior Manager, TAFE and these were incorporated into the revised instrument. 
Interview Sample

Interviews were conducted with a qualitative survey of 220 TAFE students, who had not completed their studies, in Semester 1, 2009; 195 of these students provided responses that were capable of use and subsequent analysis; the study considered all Certificates and Diploma programs where students had enrolled for Semester 1, 2009 programs but had subsequently discontinued their enrolment.
Call Centre Implementation

The Survey Services Centre ran a call centre over a two-week period, eighteen weeks after the beginning of the first semester; 11 February 2008. The call centre ran for ten days from 9 June 2009 until 6 July 2009. 

The Survey Services Centre Call Centre employed staff to telephone each exiting student. Staff were recruited with excellent communication skills including maturity, sensitivity and the ability to respond to students with a wide variety of reasons for leaving the University in an intuitive and responsible manner. 

The Call Centre operated from 5.00 p.m. – 9.15 p.m. from Monday – Thursday for 2 weeks. The length of each call took approximately 15 minutes. Student comments, where relevant were recorded verbatim. 
Quantitative Data

The quantitative data for the study was obtained as separate students’ files spanning 2006 to 2008 from the Statistics and Reporting Unit (SRU). Information received at the program attrition level and TAFE level attrition. While the major focus of the present study program attriton rates are also considered. 
Appendix B Interview Questionnaire
PRELIMINARIES (for interviewer): 

My name is … and I am conducting a survey for RMIT University. Did you depart from RMIT TAFE without completing the program you were enrolled in: Yes (continue with the survey) No (terminate the survey with thanks)

The survey is looking into why students leave RMIT TAFE before finishing the program they are enrolled in. We are very interested in your opinions and suggestions about how RMIT University could be improved. 

The results of the survey will: 

· help RMIT to understand why some students do not finish their TAFE program, and 

· allow RMIT to make improvements to TAFE programs, so that students have a better learning experience.

In return for completing this survey, you will receive a free movie ticket, which will be mailed out to you.

The survey will take approximately …minutes. Your answers will be kept strictly confidential and you will not be able to be individually identified in the survey report.

Are you willing to participate in the survey? 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

We are interested to understand why you did not finish the TAFE program that you started prior to your departure from RMIT TAFE last year | in the past few years]. 

What would you say is the main reason for discontinuing your studies in RMIT TAFE?

[Possible answers include: employment; ill-health, financial and personal; course quality; change in study choice; and other. Depending on the answer you should ask a follow-up question - as follows:]
Employment:

If Employment was the main reason for discontinuing TAFE RMIT studies the student will need to be asked the following questions:

For the following statements record on a four point Liker Scale (strongly disagree to strongly agree, with not applicable as a fifth category) student response:

· The work pressures were such that it was not possible to continue my studies

· My employment situation/status (including unemployment) changed making it difficult for me to keep studying at RMIT TAFE

· My RMIT TAFE studies had provided sufficient knowledge and skills to obtain employment

· I can foresee a time in the future when I shall be able to combine work with further studies at RMIT University

· My RMIT TAFE program was very useful in helping me to find a job

· Did you talk to anybody about how you might manage the demands of working and studying at the same time? Who? What?

Is there anything that could have been done by RMIT to permit you to combine your work and continued studies at RMIT TAFE? What?

Please move now to section 2 of the questionnaire.

Ill-health, financial or personal

If Ill-health, financial or personal were the main reason for discontinuing studies the student will need to be asked the following questions:

Which of the following factors constituted the main reason for your discontinuation of your RMIT TAFE Program: please tick one: My ill health; Ill health of a family member; increased cost of the program; other financial reasons; other personal factors (what were they?)?

Is there anything that RMIT could have done to support you? If so what?

Please move now to section 2 of the questionnaire.

1.3 Course Quality

If Course Quality was the main reason for discontinuing studies the student will need to be asked the following questions:

During the time you were studying at RMIT TAFE, how useful was the program’s content (that is, the classes or lessons, learning materials and assessment tasks)? Use scale: Not at all, to some degree, useful and very useful.

When you first enrolled in the program, what expectations did you have?

Were your expectations met? Yes/No

For the following statements record on a four point Liker Scale (strongly disagree to strongly agree, with not applicable as a fifth possible category) student response:
· The time required to complete my assessment was reasonable.
· I found my teachers very helpful , approachable and accessible.
· I was provided with appropriate feedback on learning by my teachers.
· My teachers had appropriate skills, experience and knowledge in the subject areas covered by my study.
· I felt that the course content was current.
Please move now to section 2 of the questionnaire.

1.4 Changes in Study Choice

If Changes in Study Choice was the main reason for discontinuing TAFE studies the student will need to be asked the following questions:

Why did you decide to move to another institution/program? Options: I was accepted into a higher education program within RMIT University; I was accepted into a TAFE program at another institution; I was accepted into a higher education program at another university; other (please state)

Was there anything RMIT could have done to encourage you to continue with your RMIT TAFE program? (If yes: What?)

During the time you were studying in the TAFE program at RMIT, how useful was the program’s content (that is, the classes or lessons, learning materials and assessment tasks)? Scale: Not at all, to some degree, useful, very useful.

When you first enrolled in the TAFE program, what expectations did you have?

Were your expectations met? Responses: Yes fully met, yes partially met, no. If not, what could RMIT have done to improve the situation for you?

Please move now to section 2 of the questionnaire.

1.5 Other Reasons

If Other Factors constituted the main reason for discontinuing studies the student will need to be asked the following questions:
Could you please provide me with more details about why you decided not to finish your RMIT TAFE program?

Did you talk to an RMIT teacher or another staff member about the issue(s) you were experiencing before deciding to cancel your enrolment? If yes, please tell me about who you spoke to? Were they able to help you?

Was there anything (else) that RMIT could have done to assist you? (If yes, What?)Please move now to section 2 of the questionnaire.

2. Other Questions (All students)

· Is there anything (else) that RMIT could have done that would have helped you to continue your TAFE program? (If yes, What?)

· In future, if you decide to study again, will you consider studying at RMIT? Response options: Yes (RMIT Higher Ed), Yes (RMIT TAFE), No

· Use the previously mentioned four point Likert Scale (Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree together with NA) for the following statements:
RMIT could have modified the curriculum/program delivery to permit me to continue my studies

I was dissatisfied with my academic performance in the RMIT TAFE program

I never really intended to complete this program

I made the wrong study choice or course

There was a lack of online/distance learning in this program

The RMIT TAFE program would not have led to a good job or career

I was able to juggle my work and RMIT TAFE study commitments

I was able to balance personal relationships with my study

I was able to fit in with other students and making new friends at RMIT

I am unsure about my academic goals

I needed a break from study

I had language/communication problems

I felt overwhelmed by demands of the TAFE program

I have achieved my academic goals

There was a lack of evening classes

There was lack of practical/ relevant classes

I was satisfied with student life at RMIT

Overall I was satisfied with the quality of the RMIT TAFE program.

2.4 Use the four point importance scale (Not at all important, not very important, somewhat important and very important) to rate how important the following broad factors were in the student’s decision not to return to the RMIT TAFE:

Employment

Ill-health

Financial

Other Personal

Concerns about RMIT TAFE Course Quality

Changes in Study Choice

Other RMIT-related factors

Other factors not related to RMIT University

2.5 Have you changed your address since you left RMIT? If so, please provide the details so that we can post the movie ticket to you.

Thank you for your time and co-operation. A movie ticket will be sent in the mail to you.

Appendix C Brief Literature Review
The existing knowledge of TAFE attrition draws on many different research methods (refer for instance to Leong and Austin 2005; McInnis et al. 2000). These include surveying respondents by the use of a paper questionnaire, focus groups and the use of informants, but there is no recent research findings that have used such a large sample as in this study. This research seeks to close the gap in the existing knowledge by identifying the less quantifiable reasons for withdrawal from study.

This literature review focuses on the most relevant and recent research.  Although there have been numerous research papers written on the non-completion of programs by TAFE students prior to 2001, (Bath 1987; Parkinson, Hayton & Strachan, 1987; Duball 1987; Duball & Baker 1990; Tinto, 1982) the amount of literature on the subject of the attrition rate of TAFE students has been scant in recent years. (Gabb, Milne & Cao 2006). The latest research has argued that the quality of teaching, as well as non-institutional influences such as financial disadvantage and socio-economic background have a significant bearing on whether a student can continue to study. A supportive environment  and experienced teachers are also important influences in the motivation of students to continue their programs (Harris, et. al. 2001).

Recent studies on the causes for withdrawal from TAFE programs have included the link between attrition and the quality of teaching. The research deduces that non-completion rates are influenced by various factors, including whether teachers were well prepared for their lessons, whether students received sufficient feedback and help with their work. Fully on-the-job training, the loss of transferable skills and the poor regulation of quality standards also impacted on the number of final student completion rates (Snell & Hart, 2007; Taafe & Cunningham 2005).

Other research provides the evidence that the TAFE sector continues to attract students from the lower socio-economic groups. These educationally disadvantaged students may be from regional areas, remote and indigenous communities, who are further disadvantaged if their already meagre financial support is further reduced, “…it should also be noted that many of these support services have become inadequately funded in recent years”... (TAFE Directors Australia, 2008).  Additional difficulties experienced by those from a disadvantaged background are exacerbated if they fail to realise their ambition of gaining a job from studying a TAFE program (Fair Go, Newsletter of the Equity Research Centre, 2007).
A further reason for discontinuance of study may be due to the fact that a large percentage of TAFE students are studying on a part-time basis. “The cost structure favours full-time study when the vast majority of TAFE students study part-time.” (The Australian TAFE Teacher, Winter 2008).

However, the recent government approved Tuition Assurance Scheme for TAFE Directors Australia, will provide Fee Help loans to students from 2009.  At present TAFE institutes have a student population of 1.5 million at enrolment. Private providers and industry accept a further 500,000 enrolments. The student demographic is changing with more mature age (age 24-44) workers taking up apprenticeships and traineeships (TAFE Directors Australian Media Release, 16 September 2008). Together with the skill programs changing and the uptake of community, clerical and sales programs, there is the prospect that students may find the transition from study to work easier to attain. Time will tell whether a shift in choice of programs, together with assistance from loans will improve retention rates in TAFEs. (TAFE Directors Australian Media Release, 16 September 2008).

Other recent observations for withdrawal from study cited social integration, disengagement and motivation as reasons, but these three factors are less evident in the recent literature. (Taafe & Cunningham  2005; Wylie 2005). However, it may be that these reasons for non-completion may be less visible in the literature, due to the exiting student attributing a completely different explanation for withdrawal. This may be to enhance their self esteem (Taafe & Cunningham), or assuage their embarrassment in admitting the true cause, e.g. difficulty in making friends or distracted by more appealing pursuits, e.g. computer games, playing sport.
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