
Tracking students to identify “at risk” attitudes and appropriate engagement practices  
 

Shameem Ali, Leonie Lockstone, Victoria University 
 
 

Abstract 
 
Over recent years university funding has become an issue of primary concern and in many 
areas demand for courses has been eroding and competition increasing.  Consequently, the 
identification of students “at risk” and the implementation of strategies to enhance student 
learning experiences as a means of reducing attrition rates has gained greater relevance for 
teachers, administrators and students. The aim of this study was to identify shortcomings in 
teaching and learning approaches and practices that may contribute to placing “students at 
risk” and to identify strategies to minimise or eliminate the impact of risk factors with the 
view to improving student retention.  The study primarily investigates “students at risk” from 
the subject level perspective and how more engaging teaching and learning approaches and 
practices may prevent non-completion of courses. The study identifies four components, 
namely, confident attitudes, at risk attitudes; student centred approaches and stressed attitudes, 
which may contribute to non-completion. Approaches that engage and build relationships with 
students early in the semester may assist in raising student confidence levels, reduce drop out 
risks and student stress levels.   
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Introduction 
 
The rate of student attrition and the problem of students dropping out of courses are of 
particular concern in a period when Australian universities are experiencing declining demand 
both in domestic and international markets.  Many universities have implemented “student at 
risk” policies and practices to reduce dropout rates.  The teachers are more cognisant of the 
attrition problem and have a key role to play in reducing the risk of students dropping out. The 
notion that the university is a place where independent learning is to be encouraged and that 
students should be allowed to sink or swim is coming under serious re-examination.  However, 
even students with sound academic ability feel the pressures of time management, work 
commitments and social assimilation skills.  Teaching staff are best placed to identify and deal 
with students at risk through a range of support provision and student engagement practices.    
 
 

Background 
 
The retention of students in the university system is a topical issue. As Gabb, Milne and Cao 
(2006) highlight, attrition rates are tied to university performance funding and the costs of 
retaining students can often amount to less than that of recruiting new ones. Using Victoria 
University (VU) as a case in point, over the last ten years the university has experienced 
attrition rates of around 25% for commencing higher education students (Gabb et al. 2006, p. 
2). In response to a report entitled ‘Student Unsatisfactory Progress at Victoria University – 
April 2005’, a Student Progress Policy was approved 27 November 2005 for introduction in 
semester one 2006. This policy focus provides the context for the current research that 
examines a range of issues relating to “students at risk”. 



 
These issues include potential influences affecting “students at risk”. In a review of recent 
literature, Gabb et al. (2006) highlighted factors such as course preference, teaching quality, 
social background, student engagement and work demands as having implications for student 
retention. Year of study is another important factor. Keating, Davies and Holden (2006) note 
that students who experience difficulty in making a smooth transition to university are more 
likely to be at risk of leaving.  
 
Courses with high levels of staff involvement, such as in many science programs, with smaller 
group teaching, practical laboratories and workshops tend to have lower attrition rates 
compared with students from schools where this is not the norm.  An important factor 
influencing dropout rates is the quality of the student-staff interaction (Burgess and Sharma, 
1999).  Tinto (1987) argues that the levels of academic and social integration contributes to 
attrition and that academic integration can be facilitated by improved interaction with staff.  
His study identifies eight causes of attrition: student aspirations, commitment to study, 
adjustment to student life, course and institution choice, isolation resulting from failure to 
adapt to university life, obligations and finances. One of the important findings of this study 
was that the qualities of the institution, as well as the students themselves and how these are 
made to match, determine whether the students persists or drops out (Johnes and McNabb, 
2004).   
 
Braxton and Hirschy (2005) propose that attrition can be reduced with institutional 
commitment to student welfare through a focus on the promotion of academic communities in 
the classroom.  Astin (1999) argues that frequent interaction with teaching staff is strongly 
related to satisfaction with college and that teachers can be more effective if they focus on the 
intended outcomes of their pedagogical effort, which is maximum student involvement and 
learning.  The concept of student involvement requires that greater attention be given to the 
passive, reticent and unprepared student, who because of their disengaged state are more likely 
to drop out.  Teachers who focus more on content and monitor learning through final 
examinations are unlikely to be able to identify at risk students early enough in the learning 
process. 
 
 

Methodology 
 
Data was collected on issues relating to “students at risk” using a self-complete questionnaire. 
The questions were designed mainly in closed response format, incorporating simple-
dichotomy questions and attitude rating scales. The questionnaire included questions about 
study load and attitude statements which were intended to assess teaching quality, student 
engagement, work demands and preferred approach to learning. The statements were 
categorised into five areas: commitment to study, perception of course and subject, availability 
and access to support, assessment requirements and risk (including stress). 
 
The respondents were students of Victoria University, primarily undertaking first and second 
year subjects (including Introduction to Marketing) at the Sunbury Campus, who chose to 
voluntarily participate in the survey.  Data was collected from students enrolled in three first-
year subjects and one second-year subject with steps taken to ensure that those students who 
had already completed the survey in another subject were excluded.  The subjects chosen for 
the survey used similar teaching and learning approaches. Three waves of data were collected 
(weeks five, eight and 11) to systematically identify risk factors and assess their impact as the 



semester progressed.  Exploratory factor analysis was used to investigate underlying response 
patterns and to reduce the large number of Likert scale variables (labelled one = strongly 
disagree through to five = strongly agree) into representative factors. Independent groups t-
tests and Multivariate Analysis of Variance (MANOVA) testing was subsequently conducted 
to examine differences between these factors. 
 

Findings 
 

Using the extraction method of principal components analysis (PCA), the series of attitude 
statements regarding the respondent’s studies in semester one 2006 were factor analysed. The 
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling accuracy was .774, which according to 
Kaiser’s interpretation is ‘middling’ (cited in de Vaus, 2002, p. 137). Six components were 
extracted from the analysis, which accounted for approximately 70% of the variance 
explained. Upon examination of the pattern matrix (an oblique rotation provided a more 
interpretable solution), it was found that two of the components had only one variable each 
with a loading of .4 or greater. Further rounds of factor analysis eliminating variables based 
on the communality output did not improve the solution. Therefore, these two components 
were eliminated from consideration in any further analysis (adjusted variance explained = 
54%). The final rotated solution is presented in Table One. Based on the variables comprising 
each factor, the four components were named: confident attitudes, at risk attitudes, student 
centred attitudes and stressed attitudes. Prior to computing averaged linear composites, 
reliability testing was conducted. This output is also included in Table One.  
 
 
Table One – Rotated component loadings for attitude statements 

 Attitude Statements Confident 
At 

risk 
Student 
centred Stressed 

I feel I am in danger of failing this subject -.817   .331   
I feel confident that I will be able to meet the assessment requirements 
in this subject .789       

I believe I can pass this subject .720       
I clearly understand the assessment requirements in this subject .547   .426   
Lectures are a waste of time   .853     
Lectures cover too much material   .727     
I have considered dropping this subject   .516     
I can relate well to the lecturer in this subject   -.492 .380   
The lecturer and tutor usually gives helpful feedback on my progress     .787   
I have learnt a lot so far     .583   
I think I stress more than other students about the assignments       .827 
I am more stressed about exams than about assignments       .808 
     
Eigen values 4.623 1.952 1.375 1.273 
Variance explained (%) 27.2 11.5 8.1 7.5 
Cumulative variance explained (%) 27.2 38.7 46.8 54.3 
α .755 .631 .671 .526 

 
 
 



 
For descriptive purposes, the mean responses over the course of the semester to the composite 
variables are outlined in Table Two. 
 
 
 
Table Two – Descriptive profile of components 
 Confident attitudes At risk attitudes Student centred 

attitudes 
Stressed attitudes 

Week 5     
N 98 96 99 98 
M 3.95 2.43 3.27 3.37 

SD .53 .78 .74 .80 
Week 8     

N 70 72 70 69 
M 3.95 2.42 3.54 3.37 

SD .57 .74 .75 .86 
Week 11     

N 48 51 51 50 
M 3.80 2.61 3.43 3.11 

SD .66 .61 .71 .78 
Total respondents     

N 216 219 220 217 
M 3.92 2.47 3.40 3.31 

SD .58 .73 .75 .82 
 
Confirming the results of the descriptive analysis, independent groups t-tests separately 
comparing the mean responses of week five and week 11 respondents and week eight and 
week 11 found no significant differences in relation to the component scales. A significant 
difference was found, however, between week eight and week five respondents in relation to 
the student centred scale – t (167) = .652, p < .05. The former group rated it higher than the 
latter group, seeming to indicate that a more positive relationship between students and 
teaching staff develops over the course of the semester.  

 
The final step of the analysis process was to conduct a series of MANOVA tests that could 
simultaneously assess those dependent variables (i.e. the components generated) that had the 
greatest affect on various independent variables. The findings of this analysis stage are 
summarised in point form: 
 
• Differences between respondent groups (week five, week eight and week 11) on the basis 

of the components (confident attitudes, at risk attitudes, student centred attitudes and 
stressed attitudes) were analysed. In the case of week five respondents versus week eight 
and week 11 respondents combined, the MANOVA output satisfied all the prerequisite 
tests (Box’s test, multivariate tests and Levene’s test) to assess between-subject effects. On 
this basis, the MANOVA indicated that student centred attitudes was the dependent 
variable contributing to the significant multivariate effect, F (1, 204) = 4.737, p. < .05. 
That is, this component significantly influenced the series of attitude statements of these 
two respondent groups with the combined week eight and week 11 respondents rating it 
higher than week five respondents. Confirming the results of the preceding t-test, this 
finding appears to suggest that as the student progresses through the semester they build 
stronger ties with their lecturers/tutors. 

• Similar testing was run to assess group differences between week 11 respondents versus 
combined week five and week eight respondents. Having satisfied all prerequisite tests, 
the MANOVA indicated that stressed attitudes was the dependent variable contributing to 



the significant multivariate effect, F (1, 204) = 4.483, p. < .05. That is, this component 
significantly influenced the series of attitude statements of these two respondent groups 
with the week 11 respondents rating it higher than the combined week five and week eight 
respondents. As would be reasonable to expect, this finding indicates that the stress levels 
of students increase over the course of the semester. It should be noted that MANOVA 
testing comparing week eight respondents versus the combined week five and week 11 
respondents on the basis of the four components failed to meet the requirements of 
preliminary testing and was therefore abandoned.   

 
 

Conclusions 
 
The student centred factors were clearly those over which the teacher has greater control and 
related to the nature of the student-teacher relationship. The study found that week eight 
respondents rated higher on the student centred scale than week five respondents.  Also, 
combined week eight and week 11 respondents rated this higher than the week five 
respondents, indicating that as students progress through the semester they are able to 
establish a more positive and stronger relationship with their teachers and that it takes time for 
this relationship to build. To prevent early drop out it is important for teachers to implement 
engagement strategies very early in the semester and this may require changes in teaching 
approaches. The traditional lecture-tutorial system of teaching is often not conducive to 
establishing strong and positive relationships early on. 
 
The study also found that the component “stressed attitudes” was significantly different with 
the week 11 respondents rating it higher than the combined week five and week eight 
respondents. As would be reasonable to expect, the finding indicates that the stress levels of 
students increase during the course of the semester.  This is common knowledge for most 
teachers, especially in subjects with a significant final examination component.  On the part of 
the students, it indicates the pressure to catch up with course content at a stage when minimal 
numbers of students normally drop out.  Often this can be avoided by attempts to engage and 
counsel these students and through the provision of additional one-to-one support.  Nelson-
Field and Goodman (2005) support this contention in suggesting that teacher-instigated 
student counselling can help overcome withdrawal tendencies in those students considered at 
risk. They found that many of high-risk students were not aware of available student support 
services. One of the main problems is that the student support infrastructure in universities is 
often separate from rather than being integrated into faculties and the lecture and tutorial 
system. 
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