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Preface

Higher education has experienced huge disruption due to the global pan-
demic. No one predicted the scale at which the pivot to remote learning 
would impact institutions, staff, students and other stakeholders. The use 
of digital technology in teaching and assessing student learning is becom-
ing the norm, and institutions are finding innovative ways to provide 
various academic and non-academic support services online. The pace of 
change is swift and accompanied by an increased focus on efficiency. 
Whilst the intent of the changes may have been anticipated in institu-
tional strategy or cyclical review process, the disruption caused by the 
pandemic has accelerated rapid change at a scale that has not been expe-
rienced in the past. Some of the key changes include the restructuring 
and downsizing of faculties and central support units, building digital 
capability to teach and support students online, course rationalisation, 
and reduction of teaching and support staff. These changes are already 
impacting institutions’ ability to provide high-quality learning experi-
ence to students. In Australia, for example, the most recent Quality 
Indicators for Learning and Teaching (QILT) data suggest a significant 
decline in student experience results compared to previous years. While 
the national data on student retention is not yet available, the disruptions 
caused will have an undoubted impact on student retention and success, 
given the pervasive and frequently cumulative impact of the pandemic on 
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the student experience—academically, personally, logistically, financially, 
geographically and psychosocially.

Student retention and success have been institutional priorities and the 
subject of intensive research effort for decades. Many institutions have set 
targets to improve student retention and success at institutional level and 
for different profiles of students. The global COVID-19 pandemic is pro-
viding new insights into issues that are impacting retention, success and 
the student experience for all students, as educational disadvantage has 
both broadened and deepened and structural inequalities have been 
underscored. Inequities across the student lifecycle, and at all levels of 
study, have been exposed and exacerbated.

Traditionally and despite the already high volume of online education, 
institutions have aligned student support resources and facilities to pre-
dominately on-campus delivery and left the social experience of learning 
to face-to-face engagements. The transition to fully online learning has 
challenged the default delivery mode and is providing new insights on a 
wide range of critical student experience issues, including support for the 
mental health and well-being of students and staff; mitigating financial 
precarity and digital poverty; mediating student engagement in the online 
study; enabling peer support and social belonging interactions; harness-
ing data intelligence and policy accommodations for proactive interven-
tions; and assuring the quality of learning, teaching, assessment and 
support using digital technology for student success. The quality and effi-
cacy of needed-now 24/7 student services and support has been a particu-
lar challenge. While some institutions had mature support systems in 
place, the pandemic has forced all providers to deeply examine the extent 
to which such support systems are fit for purpose for a fully online or 
blended mode of learning.

In 2021, efforts to improve student retention and success are more 
important than ever as nations turn to education and training to rebuild 
from the current global health, economic, social and educational crises. 
Failure to re-imagine learning, teaching, assessment and support meth-
ods for a better post-pandemic normal would be a gross breach of higher 
education’s social compact with society and a failure to deliver on the 
common good of public education. Poor student performance will also 
increase the cost of debt for many students and their families and 
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communities, both for those who rely on government loans to access 
domestic higher education and for those who make sacrifices to provide 
international education opportunities for their loved ones. As many con-
tributions to this collection exhort, working in whole-of-institution part-
nerships with our students for better post-pandemic engagement and 
experience will be crucial as we reflect on and learn the lessons of these 
most stressful tests.

The book makes an important and timely contribution to global higher 
education. It engages 24 leading scholars from eight countries who have 
undertaken research on student retention, engagement and success. The 
case studies, success initiatives and research presented here, from across 
different institutions, contexts and systems, advance our understanding, 
theorising and practice and shine a light on what’s possible for our sector’s 
educational future—one that commits itself unreservedly to student 
retention and success for all.

S eptember 2021  Mahsood Shah
Sally Kift

 Liz Thomas
�
�
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in Higher Education

Liz Thomas, Sally Kift, and Mahsood Shah

This chapter introduces the book, discussing the philosophy, the key 
themes addressed and the contribution of the individual chapters. 
Improving the retention and success of students in higher education has 
become a priority for governments, universities and colleges across the 
world; an economic and social imperative that has only intensified as the 
global impact of COVID-19 on lives and livelihoods exacerbates inequal-
ity. The cost of higher education, either to individuals, or states, or both, 
is high, and thus non-completion is frequently seen as inefficient. More 
significantly however, there can be huge personal sacrifices and losses 
involved for individuals, their families and communities in entering a 
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higher education programme, and not achieving anticipated goals. The 
personal price includes the costs and foregone income, but also confi-
dence and self-belief, and the dashing of future hopes and dreams. It 
should be noted however that formal definitions of success, such as con-
tinuation, completion and on-time graduation, may obfuscate personal 
success, such as self-worth, academic validation, new skills, alternative 
ways of understanding the world and lifelong friendships. There is clear 
evidence that even partial completion of a degree can, in some contexts, 
have real employment and career-related benefits for students that, for 
many, outweigh the costs of non-completion (Harvey et al., 2017; Norton 
et al., 2018). Employment-related benefits have been found to include: 
higher earnings; securing employment; learning useful skills; and clarify-
ing career goals (Norton et al., 2018). Non-employment-related benefits 
can include making friends, learning things that are interesting and use-
ful (Norton et al., 2018), civic engagement and health benefits.

The underlying philosophy of this book is that a more diverse student 
population requires higher education institutions to change to facilitate 
the success of all students. Success traditionally includes persisting with 
and completing academic programmes on time, but it can also be under-
stood more broadly, encompassing personalised notions of success and 
outcomes both before and beyond graduation. Student success is achieved 
through active engagement in an inclusive learning community, which 
requires institutional transformation. The key concepts of diversity, suc-
cess, engagement and institutional transformation are unpacked briefly 
below, and in more detail throughout the subsequent chapters.

The expansion and diversification of higher education is evident 
throughout the world; for example, the creation of the European Higher 
Education Area is underpinned by a commitment that the ‘student body 
entering and graduating from European higher education institutions 
should reflect the diversity of Europe’s populations’ (European 
Commission, 2018, p. 4). In Australia, the Bradley Review of Australian 
Higher Education (2008) called for large increases in the participation 
rates of under-represented groups and recommended specifically that an 
overall target of 40% of 25- to 34-year-old Australians have a university 
degree by 2020 and that 20% of higher education enrolments at the 
undergraduate level are people from low socio-economic status (LSES) 
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backgrounds, also by 2020.1 The targeted focus on LSES students built 
on two decades of generally bipartisan government support for the stu-
dent equity agenda, enhanced in the Australian context by the collection 
of longitudinal data focused on access, participation, success and reten-
tion that has informed policy and practice interventions.

Similar sentiments to the European Higher Education Area and the 
Bradley Review are seen in other countries and in the chapters in this 
book (e.g. South Africa and the United States). Definitions of diversity, 
and the construction of categories differ between countries (Thomas & 
Quinn, 2003), but there is a shared focus on representation and histori-
cally excluded groups. In England, the Office for Students has identified 
six target groups2 that higher education institutions must consider in 
relation to access, continuation and completion, attainment and progres-
sion into further study or employment. Similarly in Australia, the 1990 
student equity framework  – A Fair Chance for All (Department of 
Education, Employment and Training (DEET), 1990) – also established 
six student equity groups, and led to the development of ‘system-wide 
performance measures… to monitor progress towards achieving equity 
objectives’ (DEET, 1990, p. 4).3 In the Australian context, the need to 
update these longstanding designations is currently under review, to con-
sider, for example, their expansion to include: other disadvantaged 
groups; broadening beyond the current foci limitations of domestic, 
undergraduate and public university; and consideration of compounded 
and multidimensional disadvantage (Harvey et al., 2016).

Success is a term that has emerged from the debate about different 
nomenclature; indeed early international research on the topic identified 
around twenty terms used to describe student success and its antithesis 
(Thomas & Quinn, 2003, p. 22). Furthermore, similar terms can have 
different meanings resulting in ambiguity (e.g. Hagedorn, 2004, in 

1 The government response to Bradley pushed the 40% target out to 2025.
2 The six target groups are: students from Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) quintiles 1 and 2; 
students from POLAR 4 quintiles 1 and 2; Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic students; Mature 
students; disabled students; and care leavers.
3 The six identified equity groups are: people from low socioeconomic backgrounds; Indigenous 
Australians; people from regional and remote areas; people with disabilities; people from non-
English speaking backgrounds; and women in non-traditional areas (Department of Education, 
Employment and Training, 1990).
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relation to retention) and adding to the complexity in relation to com-
parative analysis between countries (Thomas & Hovdhaugen, 2014), or, 
in some cases, even institutions. Some definitions refer to students who 
leave higher education before completion of their target award, but vari-
ous terms are used to describe and differentiate those who leave and do 
not return, those who take some time out and return, those who transfer 
qualification, course or institution, and so forth. Some terms focus on the 
process, so continuation from one unit of study to another, and some 
make reference to the time taken, or the qualification level or grade 
achieved. Different terms are used in the chapters in this book, reflecting 
the national and institutional contexts, and ideological positions, of the 
authors. Where possible the editors have used the more generic phrase 
‘student success’, unless referring to a specific aspect of this umbrella term.

Underpinning much of the debate around nomenclature have been 
metric-based definitions. The Australian Government, for example, has 
collected a comprehensive set of statistics, referred to as the Higher 
Education Statistics Collection in Australia, for many years. Since 2003, 
the higher education student data collection has been conducted under 
the Higher Education Support Act 2003. Currently, the government depart-
ment publishes time series data on four measures of academic progress: 
attrition (the proportion of commencing [domestic bachelor] students 
who neither complete nor return in the next year), retention (the propor-
tion of commencing students who do return the following year), success 
(the proportion of subjects passed each year as a percentage of all subjects 
attempted) and completion (the proportion of students who completed a 
course in any year across the given time period). More recently, ‘adjusted 
attrition’ and ‘adjusted retention’ rates are also published, to take into 
account students who change course or institution, but do not leave 
higher education altogether. When considering the introduction of 
performance-based funding measures in Australia in 2019, the Expert 
Panel in its report to the Minister stated that ‘attrition and completion 
rates offer measures of student success’ (Wellings et  al., 2019, p.  50). 
Similarly, in 2013, the Higher Education Funding Council for England 
(HEFCE, 2013) identified four outcomes of higher education, and from 
this has emerged a set of measures that are now fairly widely used in that 
context: continuation (those who progress between their years and levels 
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of study); completion (achieving the chosen exit qualification); attain-
ment (e.g. differentiating between higher and lower degree classifica-
tions); and progression (continuing to employment or further study, 
which can be differentiated into graduate employment and higher level 
study, as opposed to any employment and similar or lower level study).

However, there are wider benefits of learning and higher education; for 
example, those related to health, social cohesion, tolerance, civic engage-
ment and inter-generational mobility (Brennan et al., 2013). Feinstein 
et al. (2008) state that graduates are the least likely to commit crimes, 
utilise a range of social networks, and are the healthiest and longest-living 
members of society; graduates are less likely to smoke, be obese or suffer 
from depression compared to other adults (p. 18). These and other per-
sonal dimensions of success are not the primary focus of this collection, 
but further dimensions of success are discussed in the chapter by O’Shea 
(see Chap. 2) in this book.

Research on student success in the US, and more recently in the UK, 
Australia and Europe, has explicitly linked student engagement to stu-
dent success (see Chap. 4 on engagement in this volume for specific 
examples). The complex concept of student engagement, however, is 
poorly defined and operationalised; for example, research in England 
found that there was not even a shared definition within institutions 
(Thomas, 2017). In Australia, the Higher Education Standards Framework 
(2015), against which all higher education providers are regulated, does 
not refer to the notion of ‘student engagement’ at all (though success is 
mentioned four times and retention once).4 Academic engagement is the 
most usual focus of interest in relation to student retention and success, 
enhanced by its association with social engagement and a sense of belong-
ing, although other sites of engagement include extracurricular enrich-
ment activities and institutional governance (Trowler, 2010). Coates 
(2007, p.  122) describes academic engagement as ‘a broad construct 

4 See Higher Education Standards Framework (2015): ‘successful transition’ in Standard 1.3.1 and 
1.3.6; ‘equivalent opportunities for academic success regardless of students’ backgrounds’ in 
Standard 2.2.1; ‘regular external referencing of the success of student cohorts against comparable 
courses of study’ in Standard 5.3.4; and ‘use of data on student progress and success’ in Standard 
5.3.7. Retention is referred to in Standard 1.3.5: ‘Trends in rates of retention, progression and 
completion of student cohorts through courses of study are monitored to enable review and 
improvement.’
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intended to encompass salient academic as well as certain non-academic 
aspects of the student experience’, comprising: active and collaborative 
learning; participation in challenging academic activities; formative com-
munication with academic staff; involvement in enriching educational 
experiences; and feeling legitimated and supported by university learning 
communities. Research in England and the UK has demonstrated that 
students from non-traditional groups, including those who travel to 
study, have lower rates of engagement in academic learning (Thomas 
et al., 2017), the wider student experience (Thomas, 2019) and society 
(Zepke in this volume), which explain lower rates of success (Social 
Market Foundation, 2017). As Zepke draws out in his chapter in this 
book, while engagement as a construct is and should continue to be cri-
tiqued, the evidence of four international case studies – those of belong-
ing and co-production (e.g. Thomas, 2012), an engaging curriculum 
(e.g. Kift, 2015), purposeful activity (e.g. Kuh et al., 2006) and active 
citizenship (e.g. Zepke, 2017) – shows that engagement is key to retain-
ing students and their learning success.

The fundamental value that differentiates this book from other research 
on the topic of student retention and success is the strongly held, and 
research-informed, conviction that institutions should change, some-
times radically, to facilitate the engagement and success of students in 
their learning and more widely. There are different types of institutional 
response to widening participation and student diversity (Jones & 
Thomas, 2005). The ‘academic’ approach seeks to attract already suitably 
qualified students from target groups, and makes no institutional changes. 
The ‘utilitarian’ approach recruits students who do not necessarily have 
traditional or high-level educational qualifications, and who may not 
share the cultural capital of the majority of students and staff, but this 
approach ‘plugs’ any ‘gaps’ with bolted on interventions. The academic 
and utilitarian approaches can be contrasted with the ‘transformative’ 
approach, which emphasises changing the institution, recognising the 
benefits or strengths that come from a more diverse institution (Shaw 
et al., 2007). This requires wide-ranging changes, but particularly to the 
curriculum organisation, contents, delivery and assessment. Kift’s 
Transition Pedagogy (2009, 2015) emphasises the importance of whole-
of-institution approaches, enabled by academic and professional staff and 
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students working in partnership, to deliver coordinated, comprehensive 
and integrated engagement via the disciplinary curriculum, in which 
embedded, contextualised support and a sense of belonging are located 
and accessible by all students. Focusing specifically on effective teaching 
and support for LSES student success, a national project in Australia 
argued that, ‘Rather than being the primary responsibility of solely the 
student or the institution to change to ensure LSES student success, … 
adjustments would be most usefully conceptualised as a “joint venture” 
toward bridging sociocultural incongruity’ (Devlin et al., 2012, p. 7). The 
ideas of institutional transformation are discussed further in Chap. 3, and 
more practically in other chapters.

Recurring themes in the book, which reflect the philosophical position 
of the editors and authors and which are discussed within and across the 
chapters are:

	1.	 Shared responsibility for student success and developing the capability 
of staff, students and institutions.

	2.	 A whole institution approach based on transformation and an asset- 
(or strengths-) based approach to student diversity.

	3.	 Leadership for student success at all levels throughout higher educa-
tion providers.

	4.	 Partnerships between staff and students facilitating collaboration, staff 
engagement and student involvement in the process of change.

	5.	 Inclusive curriculum, learning, teaching, assessment and delivery that 
is relevant, accessible and engaging for all students.

	6.	 The use of evidence and criticality to inform institutional change, 
including the role of student performance data, learning analytics and 
student voice.

Chapter 2 focuses on defining success and seeks to challenge the domi-
nant discourse that measures student retention and success in numerical 
terms. Drawing on qualitative research with 70 students, the chapter 
demonstrates that students do want to be successful in terms of achieving 
their academic qualifications, but they also have more nuanced interpre-
tations about what success means to them, informed and shaped by their 
personal circumstances. Furthermore, the dominant policy discourse that 
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positions the student as responsible for their success – or otherwise – is 
questioned and institutions are encouraged to embrace a more collabora-
tive approach to improving the success of all students, ideally which is 
informed by wider notions of success, for example based on a capabilities 
model. While the research has been undertaken in Australia, the issues of 
definition and the need to challenge more restrictive ways of understand-
ing success, and who is responsible, are universal themes across higher 
education.

Chapter 3 picks up and expands upon the idea of institutional respon-
sibility for students’ retention and success through institutional transfor-
mation. It recognises that, as the work of institutions matures, the 
approach becomes more transformational, as institutions adjust their 
learning, teaching, assessment, mode of delivery and curriculum con-
tents – and wider student experience – to align with the realities of con-
temporary twenty-first century students. Furthermore, student diversity 
can be viewed from a strengths-based approach (harking back to notions 
of capability as referred to in Chap. 2), and thus adaptation and transfor-
mation have a positive impact on the institution, including its culture 
and structure.

Chapter 4 adds to the conceptual framing of this book, taking a closer 
look at the research about student engagement, and its contribution to 
retention and success. By examining four international research studies 
about student engagement and success, and a wealth of smaller studies, 
the evidence strongly points to the contribution of engagement to suc-
cess. Engagement, however, is conceptualised and operationalised differ-
ently in the studies, and the research methodologies differ, giving 
differential weight to psychological, sociological and ecological interpre-
tations, and focusing on the individual, institutional or societal levels. 
Despite these variations, a broadly uniform message proclaims the value 
of engagement. There is, however, a risk that the concept is captured by 
the neoliberal discourse of national governments and quality assurance 
systems, which seek to measure student success, resulting in homogenisa-
tion and even standardisation of student engagement. Thus, as we strive 
to improve the engagement and success of our students, including those 
from equity groups and diverse backgrounds, we must be mindful of the 
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risks of standardisation, and strive to retain criticality to harness the 
power of engagement reflexively.

Chapter 5 takes a closer look at the use of data and evidence to inform 
the work of academic staff to improve student success. At Indiana 
University, colleagues have created a process to bring about transforma-
tion to the culture of the institution, with the intention to become more 
data-informed through a programme of Learning Analytics Fellows. Each 
year academic staff from any rank and discipline across the university are 
recruited to be Fellows – discipline experts who will investigate aspects of 
student success in their courses, drawing on a range of institutional data 
sets. The Fellows model takes a scaffolded approach, through which sup-
port is provided by the Centre for Learning Analytics and Student Success 
(CLASS) to develop awareness about what the learning analytics are tell-
ing them about their students, understanding why this happened, con-
sidering actions that can be taken to address issues, undertaking further 
analysis to explore how successful the changes have been, and reflecting 
on new awareness and identifying issues for investigation. CLASS pro-
vides leadership, financial support for the research and ensures faculty 
projects align with campus interests and the strategic plan. The 
Bloomington Assessment and Research (BAR) office supports these proj-
ects by developing datasets and visualizations that inspire faculty interest, 
and provides data sets and data expertise for each project. The programme 
commenced in 2016, and 56 academic staff from 25 different pro-
grammes have conducted 66 research projects during this time. Survey 
data suggests that the scheme is indeed impacting on the institutional 
culture as colleagues are engaging with and using institutional data to 
make changes to the curriculum and pedagogy of their programmes 
of study.

Chapter 6 continues the exploration of a whole institution approach 
to widening access and improving student success through a case study of 
the University of KwaZulu Natal, in South Africa, where institutional 
transformation is enshrined in legislation. The University Learning and 
Teaching Office is leading much of this work, but central to this was the 
recognition that the institution needs to change, and not just the stu-
dents. The work across the institution includes: transforming the curricu-
lum, particularly through decolonisation informed by African rather 
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