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Abstract

In countries like Australia, New Zealand
and the United Kingdom, about a third of
students withdraw in their first year of
tertiary study but in Bahrain thereisadearth
of published information on this topic.
Bahrain Polytechnic, a newly established
institution offering technical and applied
professional qualifications, established an
innovative Quality Assurance model and
developed a holistic approach to student
servicesaiming to reducethelikelihood of
withdrawal. The initial findings of a
comprehensivelongitudinal study indicate
a higher than expected retention rate
which, if it translates into higher rates of
completions, may provide useful policy
optionsfor governmentswanting to achieve
improved outcomes for their higher
education investment.

Keywords: Dropout rate; withdrawal;
retention; transition; mentoring

Introduction

International concern over student dropout
has emerged because employment
opportunitiesfor young peoplewith only a
basic level of education decline rapidly
(Ashton & Maguire, 1983, citedin Coleman
& Hendry, 1990, p. 169) as countries
undergo thetransition fromindustrial to

knowledge—based economies. Dropping
out isassociated with lowered self-esteem,
giving rise to problems that affect the
individuals, their familiesand society.

Higher rates of unemployment, drug and
alcohol abuse and criminal activity are
commonly cited. The complex interaction
of factors known to be associated with
dropout on all these levelsis captured in
an ecological conceptualization of dropout
in context (Coutts, 2007) that underpins a
longitudinal study of dropout and retention
planned for the newly established Bahrain

Polytechnic. Initia findings, presented here,
indicate a higher than expected retention
rateto datewhich, if it trand atesinto higher
rates of completions, may provide useful
policy optionsfor governmentswanting to
achieveimproved outcomesfor their higher
education investment..

The growth and diversification of Bahrain's
economy created a demand for a more
highly skilled labor forcewhichisnot able
tobefilled by Bahrainis. Aninterim solution
has seen the private sector employing
expatriates, but in the longer term the
Economic Development Board (EDB)
seeksto replace expatriateswith Bahrainis,
reducing high youth unemployment through
a system of labor market regulations and
education reforms. The EDB’sanalysis of
existing education provision identified a
shortage of technical and applied
professional graduates that led to the
establishment of Bahrain Polytechnic. To
ensure that Bahrain Polytechnic becomes
recognized as a leading and exemplary
provider, it is referenced to world-class
education practice.

One of the common components of tertiary
education reformsinternationally has been
a focus on getting better value for
government investment , with an explicit
focus on recognizing and raising the quality
of teaching and learning and improving
outcomes for students (Scott, 2005, pp. 3-
17). In many countries, retention has been
adopted as a key benchmark for assessing
institutional and teaching performance.
While not the only outcomes, retentions,
completionsand progress onsareimportant
in establishing stakehol der confidenceinthe
quality of education delivery for al higher
educational institutions (Scott, 2005, p. 1),
research indicated that the transition from
school to tertiary study was a particularly
difficult adjustment for students to make,
with theresult that about athird of students
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drop out in their first year of tertiary study
(Zepke & Leach, 2006, p. 108).

In Bahrain, there is a dearth of published
information on the topic of student
participation, retention and completions,
although the PINZ Inception Report
(Polytechnics International New Zealand,
2007) indicated that Bahrain has a pattern
inconsistent with trends in OECD
countries, with approximately 80% of
students leaving secondary school
progressing to university education. Of the
25,000 students participating in higher
education in Bahrain, 78% are enrolled at
the University of Bahrain, representing a
threefold increase over the last decade
(ibid.). “However laudable this may appear,
it is aregrettable fact that the failure rate
of these students (at the university) isvery
high. Approximately 50% of all students
entering the university reportedly failed
within thefirst two years (ibid.). Included
in these dataare studentswho dropped out
over the course of study, as well as those
who failed to meet credit requirements to
progress. A number of reasons were
suggested to account for this high failure
rate, including insufficient entry level Kkills.

These factors, and the strategies
recommended in dropout studies, were
taken into consideration in the devel opment
of the Bahrain Polytechnic model. The
Polytechnic offersapreparatory foundation
program ahead of degree and diploma
qgualifications; an innovative Quality
Assurance model was developed; and a
holistic approach to Student Services was
introduced to enhance retention and the
likelihood of qudification completion.

Since the Polytechnic opened, nearly 500
students have enrolled in one of the pre-
degreefoundation programs. Insightsinto
the meaning of student retention and
dropout behavior from a number of
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different perspectiveswere gained through
a retrospective analysis of institutional
documents, student records, student end
of program evaluations, awrittenintentions
survey, and follow up interviews and
discussionsto gain the perspectivesof both
selected students and key staff.

Thevarious definitions of dropout and the
differing admission criteria around the
world necessitate some caution in
comparisons of international literature.
Indeed, thistopicisfraught with definitiona,
measurement and data collection issues.
This study is limited to high school
graduatesenrolled in pre-degree foundation
programs for which there was a common
selection process. The age of students at
Polytechnic overcame ethical
considerations associated with parental
consent to participate in the study.
Enrolment forms cover the use of
Polytechnic records and other institutional
data for research purposes.

Because readers may wish to make
comparisons between the findings in this
study and those of other researchers, the
following section clarifiestermsused inthe
present context:

»  Foundation programisapre-degree
program of study designed to assist
students to meet the entry criteria
for diploma and degree programs
and preparethem for the challenge
of higher-level study.

* Retention refers to the number of
students entering a program who
persist in their studies until the
expected year of completion.

» Dropping out isthe act of leaving
before completion a program of
study for which a student was
enrolled in agiven year.
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e A dropout is any student who
leaves in this way. This term
includes both those who formally
indicate their intention to leave
(withdrawers) aswell asthose | ost
by way of attrition.

e Attrition describes the process
whereby an enrolled student
ceases to attend classes and fails
to respond to follow up procedures
initiated by the Polytechnic.

* Push-outs are those student who
are encouraged or told to leave for
disciplinary or similar reasons. This
group does not leave the
Polytechnic voluntarily and this
term includes those students who
are suspended or whose enrolment
Isterminated.

Examining Dropout in Context—An
Ecological Perspective

There is an extensive literature covering
transition, attrition and performance in
education and the knowledge gai ned about
dropout through studies of individual
students, and at institutional and national
levels, is the result of a diversity of
approachesfound in education, psychology,
sociology, statistics and economics
literature (Evans, 2000, p. 2). A common
theme, linked to concernsover institutional
viability, wastoidentify potential dropouts
SO preventative strategies can be put in
place to support individual students and
increase retention and achievement levels
(Coutts, 2007, p.7). Previous studies
suggest that students' persistence and
performance are related to their academic
and social background and their goal
commitment, as well as to institutional
factors (class size, selection processes,
academic and pastoral support services)
that affect their experiences after entry
(Evans, 2000, pp. 1-2)

Indications from Australia, New Zealand
and the United Kingdom are that about a
third of studentswithdraw intheir first year
of tertiary study (Zepke & Leach, 2006;
ibid.), suggesting that the transition from
school to tertiary study is a difficult
adjustment for many students. Several
studies suggest that there are declines in
progress during transitions (Galton et al.,
1999 cited inWylie, Hodgen, & Farral, 2006,
p. 82). However, failure to make the
adjustment from one educational
environment to another may result in a
setback from which some students do not
recover. For many, thisisbecausethey are
insufficiently prepared for the scale of
academic and social change expected of
them when they moved from school to
tertiary study. Such findings haveresulted
in the development of a variety of
institutional strategies for selection,
orientation, mentoring, academic advising
and support (Evans, 2000)

Over thelast thirty years, dropout research
based on the theoretical models of Tinto,
Spady and Bean has predominated (Evans,
2000). Theecologica model (Coutts, 2007)
facilitated agreater understanding of New
Zealand senior high school students’
dropout because it allowed for the
investigation of leaving behavior withinthe
settings in which dropout occurred.
Polytechnic retention patterns also require
interpretation within the context of time,
placeand policy and thusthismodel, which
sees individuals as both the products and
producers of their own development
(Bronfenbrenner, 2005, p. 96), appeared
to have applicability.

Thismultilevel, multidimensional approach
views the person as developing within a
complex system of relationships affected
by the multiple levels of the surrounding
environment: the microsystem,
mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem and
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chronosystem layers, as shown in Figure
1. The central location of the personisin
keeping with Bahrain Polytechnic’s
student-centered approach and the model
incorporatesindividual characterigtics, and
institutional and family factors, which
previousresearch indicatesare significant,
aswell asallowing consideration of bigger
picturepalitical, economic, employment and
educational systemsthat influence dropout.
The student’s experiences within hisher

immediate settings (microsystems),
especially within the Polytechnic setting,
are of major importance in dropping out,
but the model also indicates how the wider
macrosystem context comes to have an
important bearing on the behaviors of
individuals within their own unique
microcosmic settings. This big picture
environment is summarized in the next
section to provide a context for the study
of dropout at Bahrain Polytechnic.

Figure 1: Ecologica model of dropout behavior

Student
charactenistics
The ques! W

1 for sel

Stugefit ability, achievement,
-témperament, personality, self-efficacy

Macrosystem - the culture in which
individuals live. Overarching macrosystems
capture social values and political ideologies
concretized in policies and practices

The *setting” (microsystem) in which the
student lives and is developing, including the
person’s family, peers, school and
neighborhood.

The “Big Picture” Context:
M acr osystem and Exosystem
Features of Sudent Dropout

The ecologicd conceptualization of dropout
facilitates consideration of both students’
interactions within local settings
(Polytechnic, family and friends), and the
impact of bigger picture influences, such
as changes in ideologies and values
(macrosystem) revealed through the
policies and procedures adopted to
implement the reforms (exosystem) that
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led to the establishment of Bahrain
Polytechnic.

Concerns about high youth unemployment
(estimated at 28% in the PINZ Inception
Report, ibid.) are not unique to Bahrain,
but are part of atrend observed in many
countries as they shift from a relatively
predictable, industrial-based economy
towards a knowledge economy, a term
used to describe today’s fast-moving
business world, where innovation and
entrepreneurship are required to stay
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ahead of competitors: Vadim Kotelnikov,
Ten3 Business e-Coach, explainsthat “we
arelivinginachaotictransition periodtoa
new age defined by global competition,
rampant change, faster flow of information
and communication, increasing business
complexity, and pervasive globalization”
(Kotelnikov, n.d.). Businesses are
concerned by the prospect of “being faced
with a workforce that is under-educated
and without the necessary skillsto succeed
in the changing job market.” (Jasinski,
2000). In response to economic demands
for amore highly skilled labor force, many
governmentsare now facing the challenge
of maintaining the quality of tertiary
education whilst balancing therising costs
of rapid sector expansion.

The Bahrain Reforms Project Board
identified the need for additional education
and training that waswork relevant, linked
to the needs of the economy and informed
by applied research. As a result Bahrain
Polytechnic was established by Royal
Decree in 2008 to meet the needs of the
economy and to provide an alternative
career path for the large humber of
unemployed high school graduates. Bahrain
Polytechnic aimsto beaworld classHigher
Education Institution (HEI), recognized as
aleading and exemplary provider of high
quality, relevant applied professional and
technical education delivered in
cooperation with industry and the wider
community.

The Polytechnics International New
Zealand (PINZ) consultants engaged to
establish an appropriate model of
polytechnic education for Bahrain
concluded, after extensive stakeholder
consultation (Polytechnics International
New Zealand, 2007, p. 12), that the ongoing
success of the Polytechnic would depend
on developing a strong learner-centered
approach. In this approach, learners and

their needs sit at the center of thelearning
process, with tutors acting as facilitators,
building on the prior knowledge and
experience of students and utilizing a
diversity of delivery methodsto cater for a
range of learning styles, as they assist
studentsto become work-ready graduates.
These critical aspects of provision have
been incorporated into the design of
Bahrain Polytechnic, and continue to be
monitored through systems and procedures
which form the Quality Assurance System.

Mesosystem Features of Student
Dropout at Bahrain Polytechnic

The mesosystem incorporatesthe linkages
between the microcosmic settings of
family, friends, work and Polytechnic in
which the developing person is central.

Family

Parents’ influence on their children’s
aspirations and career destinations are
mesosystem effectswhich arelikely to be
associated with retention and dropout.
Socio-economic data, such as parental
occupations or family income, was nhot
available and the school location and
student address are apparently not auseful
correlate. However those students who
previously attended an international or
private school, for which afeeis charged,
are more likely than students from
government schools to be in the upper
socio-economic bracket. It is consistent
with previousresearch (Wells, 1990, p. 12)
that no students from international and
private schools dropped out.

I nstitutional

As well as family background, previous
research (Wells, 1990, p. 10) suggested that
students' persistence and performance are
related to ingtitutional factorsincluding size,
selection policies, program and support
structures. Bahrain Polytechnic opened its
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doorson 14 September 2008 with just 222
studentsenrolled for Semester 1. A further
intake of 240 enrolled in the second
semester (February 2009), bringing thetotal
number of studentsto only 462 enrolledin
one of the pre-degree foundation programs
or inanintensive English language program
over that academic year.

M arketing targeted high school graduates,
andtherewasahighlevel of interest despite
the newness of the Polytechnic: 4898
registration of interest formswerereceived
at theend of the school year, yielding 1390
applicationsfor the September 2008 intake;
and mid-school year, a further 602
registered interest, yielding 429 applications
for enrolment.

Places were limited by facilities and
staffing availability, so preference was
given to Bahraini nationals who showed
the greatest promise of success as
determined by applicants' prior school
achievement, theresultsfrom Polytechnic
entry tests, and results from Bahrain
Polytechnic courses (applicableto second
semester applicants only). When students
applied to the Polytechnic they were
required to sit an entry test comprising
mathematics, English and computing and
the results formed part of the selection
criteria. Other entry requirementsincluded
a Secondary School Certificate
(“Thanawiya’) with aGPA of 70% or more
over final 3 years, and a School Behavior
Report that showed they were punctual and
engaged learners. If applicants did not
attend a Bahrain government school, they
were required to provide a formal
equivalence letter issued by the Ministry
of Education.

Programs

Thereweretwo six month long Foundation
Studies programsinitially planned, aiming
to provide studentswith the core skillsand
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knowledge needed for entry to Degree or
Diplomaprograms. They covered English,
Academic Study Skills, DataAndysis, ICT
and an eectivethat provide ataste of future
speciaizations (ICT, engineering, business,
transport freight and logistics, office
management and, more recently, design).

Quality Model

Bahrain Polytechnic applied an innovative
quality assurance model as it faced the
challenge of establishing stakeholder
confidence in the absence of a national
qudlificationsframework and in the context
of adeveloping national quality assurance
system. The model incorporates a multi-
level accreditation system; with industry
validation of programs; implemented in
conjunction with a Quality Management
System comprising internal policiesand a
self review system. Accreditation is an
external validation process by which the
Polytechnic can be evaluated against
established standards to ensure ahigh and
consistent level of educationa delivery,
through which Bahrain Polytechnic’s
promise of work ready graduates can be
realized.

Quality Assurance ensures that all the
activities required for the design,
development and delivery of services, and
their ongoing review, are effective and
efficient with respect to the system and its
performance, and meet compliance and
stakehol der requirements. Student surveys
were administered half-way through
semester 1 and at the end of semesters 1
& 2 as one of the mechanisms to assist
program review in order to improve how
well the Polytechnic meets student needs
and stakeholder requirements. These
surveys indicated a high level of
satisfaction with the Polytechnic’'s
performanceinall areas(Meeting Learning
Needs, Student Support, Student Services,
Mentoring, Buildings and Facilities,
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Technology and Equipment). The
responses in the surveys to the statement
“Overdl | have found the performance of
Bahrain Polytechnicto be:” produced 94 -
98% at “satisfactory” or better. However,
it was noted that the surveys were
completed by only 28 and 25% of the
student population, so it is possible that
these views were not representative of the
whole cohort.

Sudent Support

A holistic approach was taken to the
provision of student services, aiming to
enhance the likelihood of student
persistencethrough arange of institutional
strategies that began with orientation and
included career development support and
guidance; health and counseling services,
mentoring and academic monitoring and
learning development support. The usual
facilitieswereprovided tofacilitate student
socia and academic engagement, including
a recreation centre; cafeterias; computer
access for study and leisure; support for
the Student Council activities, free car
parking and bus transport, and a range of
hardship and other financial scholarships.

The mentoring program, learning
development centre, language laboratory
and academic skills components of the
foundation program were unique features
of the Polytechnic model implemented with
theaim of easing thetransition from school
and enhancing student success in tertiary
level studies. Thefoundation programaims
to develop learning skills, providing
opportunities to enhance verbal and non-
verbal communication skills, study skills,
time management, team work, reflection
and problem solving skills required for
academic success and also for
employment. A variety of teaching
strategies are used including small group
interactionsand individualized experiences.

Demonstrating an understanding of
discipline-specific requirements of
academic writing and being ableto access
and evaluate relevant information using
critical thinking processes is also a key
objective of the foundation program.

As an important component of student
support, the mentoring program provides
pastoral care for students. In the first
semester of 2008, ten students and a
Bahraini and expatriate mentor were
assigned to each of the 22 groups and,
wherever possible, a gender balance was
maintained. There wereweekly timetabled
meetings, with afocus of building rapport
and trust between mentors and group
members, as well as follow up of non
attendance. Mentors provided first-level
counsedling for individual studentsbut when
they presented with specific problems
requiring intervention, referralswere made
to other support services, such as the
Learning Development Centre or
counselor.

The mentoring model wasreviewed for the
second semester. The student feedback
giveniningtitute-wide surveysindicated that
82% found the mentoring system
“satisfactory or better.” Comments were
varied and ranged from “boring” and “not
needed”, to “helpful” — there was no
uniform trend evident. Tutorsreported that
many students were not attending the
timetabled meetings: ‘they felt
uncomfortable discussing problems in a
group context and students felt reluctant
to seek help from someone that they did
not know well’, the Mentor co-ordinator
said. Mentors felt the requirement to
follow-up on non-attendance created a
tension in their role, creating a barrier in
the development of rapport with students.
A compounding issue was the staff to
student ratio. With training requirements
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for Bahraini staff, and an imbalance in
gender, themode firstimplemented proved
unsustainable: therewere more expatriate
staff employed than Bahraini, as well as
more males employed than females, asthe
Polytechnic grew. The second semester
model paired an experienced mentor with
a new staff member: the experienced
mentor continued to mentor five students
from their previous group, as well as co-
mentor ten new students. In response to
student and mentor feedback, only four
formal group meetings were timetabled at
the beginning of the semester, and
thereafter mentoring was on a one-to-one
basis, where mentors set up a mutually
convenient time to meet with individual
studentsin their mentor group.

In both semesters, mentors were
supervised by the mentor co-ordinator, and
training was provided. Common issues,
which ranged from academic to pastoral
care, were identified through weekly
mentors’ meetings and included
attendance, stress management, dealing
with conflict and the need for clubs and
social activities at the polytechnic. Where
necessary, policy and procedure changes
wereimplemented asaresult, with changes
made to the attendance policy, student
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rights and responsibilities and assessment
regulations.

Patterns: Who L eft, When, Where and
Why?

M ethod

On enrolment, datawas collected on each
students’ age, previous education [English
results, cumul ative grade point averagefor
their first secondary school year (2
semesters), cumul ative grade point average
over 2 year and ahalf years (5 semesters),
cumulative grade point average over three
years of secondary schooling and IELTS
or TOEFL results, if applicable]. Students

attendance and progress was monitored
through the mentor scheme and if students
withdrew or failed to attend classes, a
follow up was made with students or their
family to capture the reasons behind that.

What is the Extent of Dropout from
Foundation Programs?

The three foundation-level programs
enrolled a total of 677 students over the
academic year September 2008-July 2009.
Of these, 43 students left the program of
study for which they wereenrolled, giving
an overall dropout rate of 6% (Table 1).
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Table 1: Dropout Rates for Each Program

Program Enrolments # | Completions| Dropped out # | Dropout
Sep Feb # Sep Feb rateh(% of
Intake| Intake Intake| Intake| ©© ort)

Certificatein | 46 86 127 0 9 7%

Academic

Bridging

Certificatein | 222 - 205 17 - 8%

Foundation

Studies 1 (Sep

intake)

Certificatein | 1 112 102 0 12 11%

Foundation

Studies 1 (Feb

intake)

Certificatein | 158 48 204 0 5 2%

Foundation

Studies2

Total 673 638 43 6%

The comparison of the three programs
indicated that the highest dropout rates
occurred in the lower level programs of
Academic Bridging and Foundation Studies
1 (both February and September intakes), an
expected finding asthese students arelikely
to be less able academically. Students
struggling academicdly haveapropensty to
dropout, previous studies found (Donnelly,
1987,p. 1)

Establishing exactly who had left was one of
the frustrating aspects of this research, as
some students had enrolled at another
institution which was their preferred
destination, with the result that in the week
after orientation these students failed to
atend: they had not even got asfar asbeing
allocated an elective stream. When these
early leavers were removed from the data
set, a 3% dropout rate is the overall result
fromthe 438 studentswho persisted past the
two week fees grace period.
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Figure 2: Early Leavers Compared to Total Leavers as Percentage of Total Population
by Program
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When Did They Leave? Time of Leaving and Other Chronosystem Effects?
A semesterial pattern to dropping out became apparent, as shown in Figure 3.

Figure 3: Student dropout over the academic year
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In the first semester of the academic year,
commencing September 2008, there was
apeak of 10 early leaversinthefirst month
from those enrolled in the Foundation
Studies 1 Program (which was the only
one on offer at that time). Some appeared
to have been dual enrolled and, having
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received confirmation from their first
choiceintheweek after orientation, which
ended with the holiday of Eid Al-Fitr, these
studentsfailed to return. Interestingly, one
other student also left after aholiday period,
suggesting that breaks from study provide
the opportunity to review the benefits of
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carrying on. While some students’ time of
leaving corresponded to the notification of
the offers from universities, for others it
was the announcements of scholarships
before and during the semester (4
students), which appeared to provoke the
decision to leave. A further four students
faded away during the semester, skipping
theodd day initialy, then havingincreasing
periods of absence until it became obvious
to both themselves and the institute that
they would not be resuming studies.
Despite Student Services follow-up with
the students and their parents, the students
did not attend classes nor sit the
examinations.

In the second semester of the academic
year, commencing February 2009, 451
students, including 246 new students,
enrolled across the three programs then
available, and 26 studentsdropped out from
that new intake. The greatest number, 19
students, left in the first two weeks of the
semester. Therest (6) continued but with a
high number of absences (the highest
absence rate was 36.7% of classtime). A
range of barriersto attendance were given
by studentsincluding sickness, incompatible
classtimes with working hours and family
reasons, and in most cases promises were
made to attend classes in future. An
exception to this pattern was one very able
student who left after sitting thefinal exams:
she was described by student services
personnel as ‘agood student, enjoying her
studies at the polytechnic, but she left to
continue her studiesin another ingtitutewere
they can transfer some of the credits she
accumulated from study at the university
beforejoining Bahrain Polytechnic'.

What Figure 3 fails to show is whether
there was any ‘leakage’ which occurred
between programs. Surprisingly, therewas
no loss of students between Semester 1
and Semester 2.

Who left? Characteristics of Leavers
Compared to Total Polytechnic
Population

School origin

All those students who left during the
academic year 2008-2009 were from
government schools, not asurprising finding
because the Polytechnic comprised 91%
from government and only 9% from private
and international schools.

Gender

Of those who left, 56% were male,
athough the Polytechnic hasadlight favor
towards female participation overall (56%
females). There was no gender related
pattern to dropout from the raft of
foundation programs.

Preferred degree program destination

On enrolment students are asked to identify
their degree program preferences and
there was a gender bias for program
preference acrosstheinstitute, with males
favoring Engineering or Technology and
L ogistics Management, whereasgirlswere
morelikely to choose Business and Office
Management programs. Information and
Communication Technology (ICT) was
selected equally by both sexes (Table 2).
There were more dropouts among students
with a Bachelor of Business degree
preference (being atotal of 19 students: 6
from first intake, 13 second intake);
however, the dropout ratefor this program
was only 8%, most of whom were males.
An equally low dropout rate of 8% was
recorded for ICT, which was the only
program where males and female
participation rates were on a par, though
the dropout rate for males was doubl e that
of females.
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Table 2: Dropout Rate per degree program

Program Dropout Rate per program by | Dropout rate

gender as a % per program
Bachelor of Business Female 6.13 8%

Male 13.04
Bachelor of Engineering Femae 2222 139
Technology Male 1176 ’
Bachelor of Informationand | Female 5.97 8%
CommunicationsTechnology | Male 9.37 0
'\D/ll plomain Office Femae 2142 20%
anagement Male 0

Bachelor of International Female 0 10%
L ogistics Management Mae 15

Academic achievement

Only the lower level program (Certificate
in Foundation Studies 1) was offeredinthe
first semester and of the 222 enrolled, 205
students completed the program. One
hundred and eighty two students passed
al Foundation 1 courses. However, only
150 students met the criteria to progress
to Foundation 2 (120 credits in the
Foundation program and an IELTS
equivaence of 4.5inthe common English
test). It became evident that some 46
studentsrequired an additional program of
intensive Englishto meet the entry criteria
for higher level study, so athird program,
Certificate in Academic Bridging (CAB),
was added to the Foundation suite for
Semester 2 to enable them to develop
English language proficiency skillsto the
level required for entry.

All the 46 students who failed the first
program took up the offer of theintensive
English program even though this was
thought to be associated with the stigma
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attached to being placed in what was, in
effect, alower level program of intensive
English. Student Services staff said “Many
students, especially those 32 who achieved
120 credits, were unhappy withanintensive
English program which doesn’t makes
sense for them as they passed the
foundation 1 coursesincluding the English
course and many parents too were upset
about it and tried to talk with Student
Services and English and Foundation
faculty about trying to find a solution that
will shorten that period or will guarantee
the enrolment in year one of degreein the
semester after it.”

Age group

Consistent with the age profile of
Polytechnic participants, studentswho left
were mostly between 17 and 20 years of
age. Infirst semester, most dropouts were
18 yearsold (only two were aged 17), but
in the second semester the majority were
19 years (11 students), with three aged 20
and the remaining 12 were aged between
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21-26 yearsand wereworking or had been
studying at another institute.

Reasons for leaving?

Forty percent of the students left without
revealing their reasonsfor doing so: 6 from
the first intake (3 Males, 3 Females), and
another 11 from the second (6 Males, 5

32 students who gained 120 credits from
foundation 1 but failed to meet the English
requirement and another 14 who failed one
Or more COUrses.

Some students gave more than one reason.

Number of Students

EE= B

Females).
= I

No Spedif

Reason

Family

Chang in Change in
Reasons

Employment* Marital Status

m Sep-08

Medical
Reason
(other)

Medical
Reason-
Pregnant*

Received
Scholarship

Preferred
Another
Institue

ed

m Feb-09

Of those who indicated a reason (either by
completing thewithdrawal formor advising
staff when they were followed up over
telephone, following non-attendance),
16.3% (7) preferred ancther ingtitute, 13.9%
(6) studentsleft in February after achange
in employment, and one left due a change
of employment and pregnancy. In total
11.6% left as a result of pregnancy (1 in
September intake, 4 from February intake).

Student Services staff felt that the reasons
given by leavers were not the ‘real’
reasons, however. As one staff member
explained, lack of timetable choice was a
major factor in leaver discontent: “The
studentsin foundation weretimetabled into
ablock within aprogram, so they cannot
select different timingsor tutors according
to their preference, and they have no

control over what group they would bein,
unless they request the change in the first
two weeks of the semester and only then
can a change be made if the seats are
available, which made some of them, if not
many, unhappy about it. Some other
reasons that made the students think of
leaving, and made some of studentsleave
aready, even though none of them wrote
on the withdrawal form, was the program
timeframe where the Diploma, Higher
Diploma, Bachelor takes them three, four
and five years to complete at Bahrain
Polytechnic whereasin another instituteit
would take them lesstime, especially with
the availability of more courses and the
flexibility of opening hourswhere evening
classes are available, which will also help
those who are working”.
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This anecdotal information needs to be
considered in program reviews and acted
on, evenif thelink with leaving istenuous:
these issueswere obviously amajor cause
of student discontent.

Goal commitment

An ‘Intentions Survey’ was administered
todl founding (first batch) studentsduring
orientation week of September 2008 and,
of the 222 enrolled at that time, 202
participated in the survey. Most students
were clear on the reasons (some students
gave more than one reason) for enrolling
in the program of study they had selected
at the Polytechnic, with 69.8% reporting it
was a good match with their dreams/
aspirations/strengths and 61% chose it
because of the excellent employment
prospects. A further 9.4% mentioned some
aspect of the study program that appealed
and for some, 2.9%, it wasthe advicefrom
family that influenced their decision.

The majority were happy with their
program selection, though nearly aquarter
of participants stated that they would have
preferred to be studying in another field,
including disciplinesnot currently available
at the Polytechnic (aviation, law and
design). Goal commitment was clearly
evidenced by consistent career plans
(reasonsfor studying matching their future
destinations), with 48% stating that they
want to continue studying at ahigher level
(masters, doctoral studies) and 60.9% who
indicated that they want to get ajob on
completion of their Polytechnic program.

Of the survey participants, nine
subsequently left (3 females and 6 mal es)
and there was no pattern evidenced by
school background or career aspirations,
though it was significant that three who
wished to be pilots subsequently left
becausethey did get offered aplacein pilot
training institutions. A further two did not

Issue 2

Volume 3

specify areason and one wished to change
their program of study for Design, a
program not offered by Bahrain
Polytechnic until September 2010.

The survey was conducted because
previous research (Evans, op. cit.) had
suggested a correlation between goal
commitment and persistence. So this data
supported the notion that having a clear
career goal did affect a student’s decision
to stay or leave, but not in the way
anticipated: for many leaving students it
appeared that the Polytechnic was their
second choice and they were dual
enrolled.

Another interesting fact was that three
students (a third of leaver participants)
mentioned that they had felt like leaving
school or collegeearlier intheir education,
though only one of those stated the reason
(academic).This may indicate that
academic issues or unresolved personal
problems were more of an issue than the
Polytechnic program itself, though the
numbers are so small, no real conclusions
can be drawn. Seventeen students
continued studying because of family
influence though they did not all report
considering leaving.

Discussion

Transitions appear to generate critical
periods, whether the transition is from
school to further study or work, between
educational institutions, or evenfromlevel
to level within an institution, so it was
somewhat surprising to find that the
dropout rates from the three foundation
programmes, were very low (6%)
compared with findings from previous
research, and if the studentswho left within
thefirst two weeks (including orientation)
were excluded then they would have been
even lower (2%). Indeed many other
ingtitutionsdo not record dropout datafrom
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thefirst day of attendance, but commence
the count from the time that corresponds
to their last day for fees refund. Bahrain
Polytechnic does not currently have a
formal refund policy (though by custom and
practice it is within a two week period)
and this should be developed. Aswell, itis
worth considering that for most students
who left during the first two weeks, the
Polytechnic was their second choice right
from the beginning, or wasthere something
about the orientation program, or their early
experiences at the Polytechnic, which put
them off for continuing?

The small size, coupled with quality of
student support, particularly the mentoring
program, was thought to be afactor in the
excellent retention rate. The stringent
selection procedures applied may a so have
contributed to the low dropout numbers:
only those students with the best chance
of success were selected, and failing
students had a special program devel oped
to better cater for their needs, rather than
dropping out for academic reasons.

Thenumbersof leaverswassolowitisdifficult
todraw any significant conclusons: therewas
no gender pattern to dropout (contrary to
findingsoverseas) but leaversappeared more
likely to have been enrolled in lower leve
programmes, though the differencesin rates
were s0 smdll, thereis little to be gained by
anayzing these data further.

There are a number of reasons that may
account for thelow dropout rate. Sincethe
number of students enrolled in the
establishment phase was relatively small,
the atmosphere at the Polytechnic waslike
a small family, where students and staff
had excellent relationships, brokered to a
large extent through an effective mentoring
system and friendly, approachabl e Student
Services staff: Students felt comfortable
saying what they liked and what they did

not. Asaresult, Student Services staff felt
that the reasons that students gave on
leaving were not the real, nor the only
reasons for leaving, a finding congruent
with Coutts’ previous findings (2007,
p.257). Student Services staff indicated
that the lack of student choice over their
program or class group wasamajor factor,
as these had effects on friendship/support
groups, aswell astransport. Another issue
raised by students was the length of study
program, Bahrain Polytechnic having afour
year degree program which, when the
foundation year was added, meant afive-
year commitment to tertiary study (and
another six months for those in the
Academic Bridging program). Already the
Polytechnic has addressed some of these
concerns for future students, by alowing
direct entry to degree level study on the
basis of entry testing results, and also
through recognition of prior learning.
However, offering evening classes and
allowing students greater choice and
flexibility remainsamajor challengefor the
Polytechnic in the establishment phase.

Bahrain Polytechnic’stechnical and applied
professional qualificationsaimto develop
students’ employability skills so they
become work-ready graduates. Perhaps
the founding students, the ones willing to
join a new institution yet to establish
credibility as a quality provider, were
greater risk-takers, and these special
characteristics may have facilitated their
staying on in the face of what must have
been, at times, daunting problems as the
Polytechnic set-up its systems and
procedures, and bought on a mix of new
staff from all over the world. The
Polytechnics multi-layered Quality
Assurance System may have played a
substantive part in the retention rate, as
there were both formal and informal
mechanisms for gaining feedback, and
making improvements.
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Conclusion

In countries like Australia, New Zealand
and the United Kingdom, about a third of
students withdraw in their first year of
tertiary study. Previousresearch indicated
that students' persistence and performance
are related to their academic and social
background and their goal commitment, as
well as to institutional factors (size,
selection policies, program and support
structures) that affect their experiences
after entry. These findings from the first
year of Bahrain Polytechnic’s operation
indicate a higher than expected retention
rate, attributablein part to the small size of
the first cohort, and to the unique
characteristics of those students who took
therisk of joining anew institute. However,
there is also the suggestion that the
innovative Quality Assurance Model, which
facilitates feedback towards continuous
improvement, and the holistic approach to
student services, especially the mentoring
and academic support systems, were
significant in reducing the likelihood of
withdrawal. If the lower than expected
dropout rates translate into higher rates of
completions, the strategies employed by
Bahrain Polytechnic may providethebasis
for useful policy options for governments
wanting to achieveimproved outcomesfor
their higher education investment.

Recommendations for further

r esear ch

Previous research indicated a number of
factors in influencing retention that this
study does not give us an insight into,
because of the small number of students
involved, and the lack of observabletrends
as aconsequence. It is recommended that
these initial findings form part of a
comprehensivelongitudinal study tracking
successive cohortstill compl etion at degree
level - it will be interesting to compare
students’ experiences at foundation and
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Volume 3

degree level study. In particular, research
into the effectiveness of the evolving
mentoring program is recommended, and
some investigation into the early leaving
group, including aspects related to the
orientation program and initial experiences
of students warrants attention.
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