Building scale into a retention support project
Introduction. The first census date for a student commencing at University represents a critical juncture in the academic journey; for both the student (in terms of accruing debt) and the institution (in terms of minimising attrition rates). Both the Higher Education Standards Panel (2017) and Grattan Institute (2018) reports included recommendations about monitoring student engagement before the HECS census date.
Aims. The overall objective of this project is to build upon a successful pilot, using non-submission of an early assessment item to identify disengaged students and provide timely support before the census date.
Methods. In 2020 our University’s Retention team examined 132 subjects taught across 365 offerings and identified students that did not submit either a pre-census early assessment or other appropriate trigger, such as no access to the subject learning management system. The student outbound call team attempted to contact students via phone and 2 way SMS and an email with relevant links was sent to students that did not answer the phone.
Results. A total of 2060 students were identified and successful phone or SMS dialog was made with 55% of students.  Of the 2060 students, 29.1% were supported to pass the subject, 44.7% received a fail grade and 26.2% withdrew from the subject.
Discussion. This project showcases the successful expansion from a pilot project in one Faculty contacting 425 students to a whole of university model. Overall, this project demonstrated that the correct students were identified for the call campaign. The student outbound call team offered targeted support, such as advice on seeking special consideration, student support or contacting a subject coordinator to help a student succeed. If required, advice was provided on reducing subject load, deferral or withdrawing from study to save an unnecessary debt.  
