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Why use this tool?
By taking a data informed approach, courses can 
make small interventions to support continuation, aid a 
sense of belonging and create an environment in which 
students feel known, valued and part of a community. 
Research shows that 21-40% students facing the 
anxieties of a new experience often consider withdrawal 
during the first 12 weeks of their course (Thomas et 
al, 2017). Improving retention and continuation rates is 
central to our commitment to students.

How to use this tool 
We set out 4 areas of focus to support retention and 
continuation. Use the practical strategies, intervention 
ideas and prompt questions, to plan, try-out and review 
your approaches to: 

Transitions to HE

Social integration

Meaningful interactions

Teaching strategies
Glossary 
Attainment: refers to the proportion of students 
who qualify with a first class (1st) or upper 
second class (2:1) degree as a percentage of 
those who qualified. 

Belonging: students’ feelings of acceptance, 
of being included and their input supported and 
valued by teachers and peers so that they feel 
part of university life and community.

Continuation: proportion of first year students 
that re-enrolled at UAL the following year 
(including repeaters and internal transfers) as at 
1st December census point.

Retention: the proportion of first year students 
that re-enrolled in year 2 the following year 
(including internal transfers), as at 1st December 
Census Point. 

Scaffolding: a variety of instructional techniques 
used to move students progressively toward 
stronger understanding and, ultimately, greater 
independence in the learning process. 

Social Integration: the process from the point 
of ‘offer’ and/or pre-arrival in which students 
familiarise themselves with their institution, 
programme/course and peers.

Step 1: Understand  
the context 
Allocate time as a whole team to review the 
reasons why particular students may be 
withdrawing from the course. As a team look at 
your course retention and continuation data on 
the dashboard (UG Retention and Continuation 
report) and consider the following: 

• What does the data tell you? 

• Can you make any connections between 
formal and informal data (e.g. NSS, USS, unit 
evaluations on https://dashboards.arts.ac.uk/) 
to deepen your understanding of the student 
experience?

• Is retention an issue for all students, or a 
specific group (e.g. repeating students)? 

• Can you identify particular points within the 
first year that may increase students doubts and/
or anxiety? 
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Step 2: Design  
possible interventions 
Create an action plan that responds to the 
needs of students, staff and curriculum to 
further support student transition, social 
integration and challenges embedded norms. 
Actions should be integrated into existing 
quality and enhancement frameworks such as 
course monitoring and revalidation processes. 
Enlisting the help of a critical friend to discuss 
approaches may also be useful. Key themes to 
consider:

Transitions to HE 
• What activities could be introduced to 
improve students’ understanding of HE 
learning?

• Do current students shape and/or input into  
welcoming new students?

• How are the concepts of independent 
studying, assessment criteria, formative 
assessment and feedback practices 
introduced?

• Are there further opportunities in the “Intro 
to …” unit to establish students’ sense of 
belonging?

• Does the course scaffold and provide an 
opportunity for students to practice the skills 
and approaches they need to succeed?

Social integration 
The process of belonging is not gradual or 
linear, but one of several “turning points” in the 
first year that may affect students’ decisions 
to stay (or not) and these may be subject to 
reversals and changes of direction. Proposed 
intervention could focus on the following 
practices:

• Information, knowledge and skills to improve  
pre-arrival 

• Developing expectations and academic 
preparation 

• Introduction of peer support and mentoring 

• Fostering early group work engagement to 
promote integration and social capital

• Facilitating socialisation and networking skills 

Meaningful interactions
A recurring theme in research is that students 
want to feel known by the staff they come into 
contact with (Sabri, 2018). It is important to 
plan opportunities to meet and get to know 
your students. Building small group activities 
into the curriculum, particularly in the first 
term, and ensuring that ice breakers and other 
structured social activities are developed is key 
to establishing course community. 

• How are students given the opportunity to 
understand how the relationship with University 
staff may differ from their previous experience?

• When are students introduced to their 
personal tutors?

• How are tutorials structured to support a 
sense of belonging and academic progress?

• How can more emphasis be placed on 
building peer relationships with first year 
students? 

• Does the course structure allow students 
to feel known and engage in meaningful 
interactions with at least one member of staff? 

• How can a ‘whole team’ approach to 
communicating with students be established?

Teaching strategies
Introducing learning activities and assessments 
too quickly into the curriculum runs the risk 
of overwhelming learners. Scaffolding of key 
information and concepts is crucial. 

• What strategies are used to promote   
engagement during early experiences of HE  
within large, potentially anonymous cohorts?

• How does group work facilitate the 
development of learning communities that 
encourage academic and social integration?

• What student-centred approaches could 
be adopted to involve students in the learning 
process?

• Does the use of formative feedback, 
particularly within the first six weeks of the 
academic year, offer diagnostic advice to 
students?
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Step 3: Monitor and evaluate
Agree to have at least one review meeting as 
part of the action plan. It may be appropriate to 
review your interventions within a few months of 
starting to make changes, and again at the end 
of the academic year. 

• What changes were you able to implement? 

• What impact did they appear to have on 
retention or student engagement? 

• What would you do differently next time? 
At this point, you can revisit the toolkit and 
consider other areas

• Finally, if you have found something that 
works to improve engagement and/or retention 
how will you share that practice? At meetings, 
staff development events or through quality 
assurance processes?

When we were able 
to examine first year 
pedagogy, it was 
easy to see how we 
could easily provide 
further opportunities 
that encourage and 
motivate each student
— Course Leader
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Enhancement  
Model  
Toolbox
Teaching for Retention is one of a series of 
worksheets brought together by the Academic 
Enhancement Model (AEM) team, part of the UAL 
Teaching, Learning and Employability Exchange.
Authors: Zey Suka-Bill and Siobhan Clay
To download digital versions of this series of tools:  
Search for ‘AEM’ on https://canvas.arts.ac.uk/ 
For further support and tools on attainment, go to 
www.arts.ac.uk/about-ual/teaching-and-learning-
exchange
This resource showcases LCC’s retention 
enhancement activity and builds on LCC resources 
and practices. Particular thanks are extended to 
Zey Suka-Bill and colleagues at LCC for developing 
and trialling these approaches.
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