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central part of our overall strategy in DIT. Part of the DIT strategic plan, A Vision for 

Development 2001 - 2015 outlines that the institute embraces a 'supportive and caring 

ethos' and provides 'retention support for students'. 

• The institution establishes partners in the wider community to contribute to a 

successful retention program - this is done in the Faculty of Tourism and Food where 

over the years partners within industry have been established and members of the hotel 

and catering community are invited into the faculty as guest speakers etc. Also 

members of the induction committee include the chaplain, student counsellor and the 

student union to gain a wider understanding of what a new student needs when they 

arrive in college for the first time. 

• The institution builds a retention capacity and establishes a fonnal program for 

keeping students in higher education - this is also outlined in DIT's strategic 

development plan where it indicates it wants to 'develop an appropriate and effective 

mentor system'. (Costello, 2003) 

Figure 2. 1: Pathway to Retention adapted from Moxley, Anwar & Dumbrigue, 2001: 20 
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Moxley, Anwar and Dumbrigue, (2001; 26-27) also identify five forms of supportive 

retention practices to help retain students in higher education. I have related these to what 

DIT has implemented as part of their retention program in the School of Hospitality 

Management and Tourism. 

Table 2. 2: Five Forms of Supportive Retention Practices adapted from Moxley, Anwar 

and Dumbrigue, 2001; 26-27 

5 Forms of Supportive Retention Practices What DIT does: 
1. Emotional Support and Sustenance - Induction committee of tutors, 

• Recognizes anxiety in students when entering career guidance, chaplain, 
higher education counsellor, staff, and retention 

• Anticipates stress in new students and helps officer, organize the induction at 
reduce this stress the beginning of the term, and 

• Staff offer sympathetic advice and support to plan to introduce further stages of 

help students induction throughout the first and 

• Institution establishes a warm and supportive second terms, to cover these 

atmosphere issues (see also appendix A 
where an induction program is 
outlined) 

2. Informational Support- All of this is covered in the 

• The program recognizes that most students may induction days and through the 
not realize the demands put upon them entering student services support network 
higher education made aware to them in their first 

• Students get the information they need week; 

• Students meet other students who have been It is also provided in Open Days 

successful in higher education who can give and information provided in the 

them advice college prospectus or through 
tutors and administration 
personnel 

3. Instrumental Support- Student counsellor in situ in 

• Students can get practical assistance Cathal Brugha Street helps 

• Students get help in the areas of financial, students with this but they also 
accommodation, health, stress and transport have the tutor ofthe course and 

• Students get practical technical assistance in year tutors 

persisting in higher education 
4. Material Support - Financial assistance and budget 

• Financial assistance advice is given through the 

• Loan arrangements student services office 

• Emergency loans 
5. Identity Support- These are all covered through the 

• Valuing of diversity and cultural affiliation student services office and 

• Mutual support groups students setting up their own 

• Opportunity to express identity through social societies with the aid of the 

and cultural activities student union 

Provision of self help opportunities 
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2. 4. Transition from Second Level to Higher Education 

Going to higher education is a challenging time for most students and for many it is an 

intimidating leap into the unknown (McInnis et ai, 1995; Lowe and Cook, 2003). The shift 

from the controlled environment of school or college and family to an environment in which 

students are expected to accept personal responsibility for both academic and social aspects of 

their lives will create anxiety and distress. Some students will eventually cope simply by 

avoiding the challenge (Rickinson and Rutherford, 1995) and when students fail to make this 

transition from one institution or level in their lives to another the result is usually dropping 

out or underachievement. Healy et ai (1999) suggest that it is a combination of social, 

personal and institutional factors that contribute to early leaving. 

Many students enter higher education with little or no preparation, not knowing what to 

expect and how it can change their lives dramatically. In practice many students literally wait 

and see what happens throughout the progress of the year but are ill prepared for some events 

(Lowe and Cooke, 2003; Costello, 2003). Johnston (1994) suggests that dropout statistics are 

far less important than the reasons behind the general lack of interest in college work that is 

associated with the detachment from the educational and social life associated with college. 

A considerable proportion of those who complete their studies may have under-performed 

since, like some non-completers, they too may have been poorly prepared for university life 

and found managing the transition an obstacle to personal fulfillment (Ozga and Sukhnandan, 

1998). 

It is those students who struggle quietly with the changes involved in entering higher 

education who present the biggest and most subtle challenge for higher education. As these 

are students who may at any time drift away into the background and before anyone realizes it 

it is too late as they have left. This is where the college or institution has an obligation to 

enable their transition into higher education, ensure it is a smooth transition and one way DIT 

tries to be successful in this area is the use of induction or orientation days immediately after 

the student registers on a course. Despite various initiatives supporting the transition to 

college, some students start courses without fully understanding what is entailed. There is 

often pressure on administration staff in September and the availability of initial guidance at 

this time can be limited especially for part time students (Martinez and Munday, 1998). 
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This is where induction programs try to fill the gap from second level to the higher levels of 

education orientating students into the systems, cultures and traditions of educational 

institutions. 

2. 4. 1. Induction 

Induction is sometimes the first tangible contact that undergraduates have with the university 

or college, if they have not attended 'Open Days', and forms their impressions. Induction 

literally means 'lead in' and in many ways to succeed in their studies students must be 

motivated, accustomed to the college or university culture and feel part of the community 

(Edward, 2003). 

The cultural aspects of the higher education organizations are often overlooked or taken for 

granted by academic staff, such as the fomiallecture, and study skills, study time, note taking, 

time-management, financial management and budgeting, team work or project work and IT 

(information technology) skills, and it is assumed that these will 'happen' over time (Lowe 

and Cook, 2003). For the new student entering the academy such practices can seem alien 

and unsettling especially for those who lack prior knowledge of higher education culture 

through the related experiences of friends and family. Leathwood's study (2001) also 

outlined that for many students their encounter with new styles of learning and teaching, such 

as independent learning and lack of supervision from lecturers came as a shock. Lack of 

familiarity with academic culture and the effect ofthe unequal power relation between 

lecturer and student, can work to increase students' conceptions of isolation and alienation, 

(Read et aI, 2003). New curricula, the process of adjustment to the new context and anxiety 

about the transition have also been factors of student dropout (Hargreaves et al; 1996). 

Formal induction can help where these skills are highlighted as an important part of coming to 

terms with college life and providing supports where if the student needs it they can go and 

gain more instruction or support. Also a team-building event for a cohort or induction day is 

also important. The induction process can cover items such as the opportunity to blend group 

formation, information giving, hands-on activities, initial assessment and some early work on 

study skills and course work (Martinez and Munday, 1998; 86). Group cohesion is 

recognized as an important factor in student retention and effective social and working 
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relationships need to be fostered. Students seem to appreciate induction exercises which 

contribute to team building particularly where they have clear objectives and provide 

feedback on individual and group performance (Martinez and Munday, 1998; 87). 

Unfortunately, a lot of students make a hurried decision straight after their college induction 

(if provided) and subsequently leave college. This is because their transition from one 

educational environment to another can be for some students a daunting experience. This has 

been part of the problem with the retention of students in the past (Costello and Russell, 2001; 

13). 

Tinto's (1993) model of student departure has been widely applied to student withdrawal and 

the transition between schools to higher education and was a reference for this study (see 

appendix B). It highlights the fact that only positive performance, motivation and 

commitment and negative departure decisions lead to progression and completion whereas 

academic failure (Edward, 2003) and anxieties of being under-prepared for the course or 

unsuited for the course may lead to termination (Billing, N D.). Students need support of 

some form or another when they arrive in a college but this support network must remain 

visible and obvious to the student throughout their time in college. When the student arrives 

at a crossroads in their college life when they ask themselves' should I stay or should I go', it 

might be easier or better to discuss their options before they leave rather than asking ourselves 

afterwards why they have left. 

2. 4. 2. Supports 

Owen (2002) suggests that the support given to a student is a priority and that they need to 

have a reliable and open support network in place to deal with the issues students are faced 

with in colleges and universities today. Many issues such as prior educational attainment, 

finance, part time work, institutional services and facilities, information guidance and support 

in addition to the labour market and policy issues impact on student non-completion. (Tinto, 

1987 and 1993; Ozga and Sukhnandan, 1997; Costello and Russell, 2003) Also, and in 

specific relation to the study conducted in the Faculty of Tourism and Food, it was felt that 

even with these considerations, a number of students enrolling in colleges lacked a 

competency in numerical and technical based subjects which would increase the stress of 

surviving through their first year (Finnegan et ai, 2000; Costello and Russell, 2001; Costello 

and Russell, 2003; 3). 
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The Heist Research (Roberts and Higgins, 1992: 95) found that finances came top ofthe list 

of problems faced by students in higher education, with 71 % stating that finances were the 

most severe problem encountered. In Ireland there have been increases over the last two to 

three years of student marches to the Department of Education and the D:iil sittings protesting 

against the reintroduction of college and university fees and, what they refer to as, the 

"terrible grant packages" that they can get. Financial pressures can be considerable and can 

be a factor as to why students leave their college course. A survey by the Union of Students 

of Ireland (USI) found that an average student living a "fairly miserable" life spends almost 

€700 a month on the basics such as accommodation, food, phone, course materials, medical 

expenses and socializing (Coates, 2004). Many students then have to work part time to 

finance their studies. More often this part time job might be the reason for students leaving 

college early as they needed to support themselves and then ended up going into full time 

employment instead of full time education. 

Whilst some studies have shown that financial constraints have been found to have a major 

impact, both on higher education entry and on the successful completion of degree courses by 

working class students of diverse ethnic backgrounds, social and cultural factors also have a 

bearing (Lynch and O'Neill, 1994; Archer and Hutchings, 2000; Read et aI, 2003). Lynch 

and O'Riordan's study of working class students in Ireland showed that over a third of 

students 'felt like outsiders due to their class origins' (1998, p.462). Forsyth and Furlong 

(2003) supports this view in their study on debt and isolation as factors for dropout rates in 

higher education in Scotland. 

Personal problems also affect both traditional and mature students, male and female, and 

students from diverse backgrounds, and include such things as difficulties in combining 

academic work and family responsibilities, illness or death in the family, relationship 

problems and so on. Students suffering personal problems sometimes require the services of a 

qualified counsellor in order to help them to deal with the particular problems being 

experienced (Thomas et aI, 1996). Sometimes it might be a problem when students do not 

want to use the facility of the counsellor because of the stigma attached (Owen, 2002) or 

because they do not want to be seen going in or coming out of the office by others. 
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Bennett (2003; Saenz et al; 1999) also reported on a number of studies carried out mainly in 

the US that highlighted the importance of established support networks outside of and within 

the college. 

The recognition of the importance of the student union and student services is evident on the 

induction committee where representatives of the student union, student counseling, and 

student chaplain and careers office are present. The student union has a facility where 

students can go and talk about budgeting to someone in the student union, but do all students 

know this exists? Maybe not if they did not attend the induction day, however the counsellor 

and careers service is also there to help in this matter. In fact most students may know about 

the services provided to them and for them but they may be unaware as to how to contact 

them. This is where the tutoring network steps in. 

Figure 2. 2. Hypothetical Example of a Social Support Convoy adapted from Kahn and 

Antonucci, 1980 in Sugarman, 1990; 11 
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Tutors of courses and years within course are mostly members of lecturing staff on these 

courses. The support of these members of staff can be a major factor in retention. Tutors 

who are seen as easily accessible, eager to help and able to make things happen for a student 

have been viewed as very positive, and where this relationship has been built up to a positive 

rapport between the student and the tutor personal problems and other issues can be discussed 

in confidence. Where a more professional support or advice is needed the student can then be 

referred to this specialist in the highest form of confidentiality necessary. 

The tutoring network and support network are also closest to the students and can see if there 

is a problem before the student approaches them, and in this case it is most obvious in their 

course work and their academic ability especially as recent reports have indicated (Costello, 

2003) in the areas of numeric and technical subjects. Students' academic ability has had a 

huge influence over the retention of students in the past. 

2. 4. 3. Academic Ability 

Students' academic ability is of considerable importance for continuing success in college 

(Chapman, 1996; Morgan et ai, 2001; 12). Yorke (1999) indicates that the influences 

contributing most to inability to cope with the academic demands of a program for students 

are stress related to the program, difficulty with the program, workload being too heavy, lack 

of study skills and insufficient academic progress. 

Academic ability is probably the single most important determinant of retention and 

progression, but gender is also an important factor, (Yorke, 1998; Lowe and Cook, 2003). 

Males are more likely than females to report having more difficulties with aspects of study, 

commitment etc. However as all of the participants in my study in the case study interviews 

were female I cannot comment on the issue of gender being a factor of non-completion as 

some male students had also left the course but did not come forward to participate in the 

interviews. Out of the first year full time cohort this year ten students have disappeared off 

the register list before the end of the term, both male and female, but as some of these 

students have not responded to my enquires to participate in interviews I was not sure that 

they had left or had just not been attending classes. 
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Age is another factor, (Power, et a11987; Yorke, 1998; Johnston, 1994; Ozga and 

Sukhnandan; 1997; Lowe and Cook, 2003). This was supported by an interview on 

"Liveline" RTE radio 1, on 13th August 2003, with 'Eimear' a student who dropped out from 

her course in 2002, who said it was mainly because she was young. She was glad of the year 

out as she has become more independent in her decision-making and has since decided to go 

back to college and do a course she is now more interested in participating in since having 

worked for a year in a related field. In general older students tend to make better choices and 

be more focused than younger students; however older students are more likely to be affected 

by family commitments etc. (Ozga and Sukhnandan, 1997). Youth and inexperience 

characterize those students who leave through academic failure (Johnston, 1994; Lowe and 

Cook, 2003). 

There are differences between the intellectual grounding of an incoming student now and 

what the institute expects .. 18 year olds coming into the higher education system are all 
\ 

coming in at different level of maturity. It has been suggested that age should be an irrelevant 

concept in development psychology, (Sugarman, 1990). However not everyone coming into 

the higher education system now is coming from second level. There is an increase in the 

diversity of education over the years and this also needs to be considered when lecturing and 

facilitating students' education and learning. Matching of what has been covered in second 

level and what will be covered in higher education differs from student to student as they may 

have covered different subjects, or different levels of subjects at second level. Most colleges 

however will stipulate a certain range of subjects to be present on a students leaving 

certificate before they can gain entry into certain higher education courses, (CAO, 2004; DIT 

Full-time Entry Prospectus, 2003-2004). 

It was discovered in the Faculty of Tourism and Food that 17% of the first year cohort entered 

with less than 250 points (all courses i.e. certificate, diploma and degree courses were 

surveyed) (Costello and Russell, 2003; 3). Study and management skills seem to be part of 

the fabric in high points students but are certainly lacking in low points students. The change 

from a second level school style of education with its structured didactic approach to the more 

open self disciplined and self motivated education style left some of these low points' 

students floundering. (Costello and Russell, 2003; 30) 
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There has been a wholesale move to what Lyotard defined as performativity - towards skills 

and functional knowledge, a valuing of the demonstrable acquisition of knowledge 

transmission, rather than that of the process of knowledge creation for its own sake, (Lyotard, 

1984; Parker, 2002). Through my focus group interviews both in February 2003 and March 

2004 I discovered that all students still on the course expressed the desire for more practical 

sessions of learning by doing or learning through experience, which they found, were lacking 

on the first year of their course. One student in particular who has since left the course 

indicated that purely instructional knowledge was not enough. There is considerable variation 

in the needs of students and this requires all retention efforts to be personalized to their needs, 

creating student supports systems that integrate the resources students need to move on in 

their education successfully, and to remember that retention is a complex personal, social and 

academic enterprise (Moxley, Anwar and Dumbrigue, 2001). 

As Morgan et al (2001; 67) pointed out 20% of students on courses with low entry points 

failed to complete but only 9.2% of students failed to complete on courses with high entry 

points. But we have to understand this study was done in the University sector and they have 

indicated that the reasons and figures may change in Institutes. However as we strive even 

further to attain higher ranks within the higher education sector we must understand the 

reasons for this and other occurrences of student dropout and put plans and policies in place to 

prevent it from happening. Examples of these plans could be increasing the profile and 

standard of courses from certificate and diploma with low entry points to other similar 

qualifications or courses with relatively higher points to both reflect the standard, profile and 

quality of the courses. 
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2. 5. Conclusion 
The above literature review has investigated the background to higher education and the 

phenomenon, which are retention, progression and dropout. Student dropout is a multi-causal 

problem that requires multiple partial solutions (Woodley, 1987; Simpson, 2003). It has 

illustrated that attrition of students needs a multi -faceted approach if it is to be in any way 

successful. But it also suggests that a retention strategy must start before the student steps 

foot inside the college, university or institution, by helping them make clear and well planned 

decisions of what college course to undertake. This can be helped through the improvement 

ofthe marketing of courses to students and improving the literature that students can obtain to 

assist them in this decision, which usually takes place during the completion of their CAO 

application forms in January and February each year with a review of these forms up to May 

1 st (CAO, 2004) and one final change on July 1 st. 

Given the financial and perhaps emotional costs of leaving home to go into higher education, 

or commuting long distances or commuting for longer periods of time to attend college, 

students have to be convinced that being brought into higher education is, of itself, of value. 

The much cheaper and more convenient alternative is to acquire the prescribed syllabi within 

a devolved, distributed (i.e. distance) learning system, which complements patterns of life and 

work, rather than offering a full time package. That is to say that higher education institutions 

must market their courses as offering far more than the sum of the commodity that is being 

offered (Parker, 2002). 

However it still remains that when some students enter into higher education their post 

consumption evaluation kicks in and they start assessing the course and institution on whether 

they are being satisfied or dissatisfied. This can take on many different meanings for many 

different students, but the students should be facilitated through this process with the 

induction into college, by the student services and supports offered, through the tutoring 

network, within the lectures that they will take and also through their own social network 

within the college. 
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Tinto (1993) argues that academic and social integration were the two most important factors 

in the retention of students. Academic integration was said to include academic performance, 

self-perceptions of how the individual was developing (evidenced by grades achieved) and 

whether he or she believed that lecturers were personally committed to teaching and helping 

students. Social integration incorporated self-esteem and the quality of the individual's 

relationships with fellow students and with lecturing staff (especially informal interactions). 

Saenz et at. (1999) similarly emphasised the importance of regular contacts between students 

and teachers, the accessibility of staff (and their preparedness to answer students' questions) 

and the setting of high standards and expectations for student performance in classes. It has 

also been discovered that a correlation exists between teaching quality as a determinant of 

student satisfaction and hence of commitment and staying at university (Davies, 2000; 

Martinez, 2001). 

Some students will eventually leave because college life is not what they expected, it is not 

what they wanted or it is not academically challenging enough for them or on the other hand 

too academically challenging for them. Where this happens educational institutions must also 

support these students through their progress out of college, onto other courses or into 

employment. 

As retention of students within the School of Hospitality Management and Tourism 

particularly the Diploma in Hotel and Catering Management remains an issue. Is it possible 

that there has been a gap in the provision of information to students before they come to 

college or is it the fact that they expect to get something different to what we are providing on 

the course of choice that leads them to be dissatisfied in their post enrollment assessment? 

Why do some students leave, what influences them to go? Does this happen straight after 

induction? Is it because they have financial problems or other personal problems? Could it 

be that their academic ability does not adapt to higher education or are they simply not able 

for the workload or increase in independent learning? Where do they go once they leave a 

course? But if they are undecided about what to do, what do we do to help and what are we 

trying to do to keep them on their course or in education? In the following chapter these 

questions and the methods by which the phenomenon of student dropout will be reviewed 

incorporating the methodology employed and its underlying theoretical perspective. 
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