i The PASS Project -
| Identifying Parameters
| Affecting Student Success
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UNITEC Institute of Technology in Auckland is the

second largest provider of computing qualifications in
New Zealand. Students may obtain certificates (five or
ABSTRACT ten months full time), diplomas (two years full time),

bachelors degrees (three years full time), postgraduate

Since (very) late last century, a research team @lomas (one year full time), or masters degrees (two
UNITEC Institute of Technology has been working orY€ars fulltlme_). The mix of students is very \_/arled, ranging
the PASS project, endeavouring to identify Parametef@m some with no formal school qualifications to others
which Affect Student Success, both on our computingf!th several postgraduate qualifications. A high

programmes and in the workplace after graduating. Folfoportion (more than a third) are recent immigrants for
related strands are being investigated: whom English is not their first language. Many use the

¢ is there any correlation between personal facto%ualifications as a staircase, beginning with a certificate,
(age, ethnicity, gender, study process and motivation oving on to a (_j_lplo_ma or degree, and even 1o a
stgraduate qualification.

and success on the programmes? * is there ahy UNITEC computing staff, both teaching and

correlation between academic background (general,, . - .
alministrative, are concerned to ensure that

English and mathematics) and success on the i laced in th ited
programmes? 4 applicants are placed in the programmes most suite

4 what aspects of programme structure, course delivery o their abilities, needs and career plans (Joyce, 1998)

and support do students believe help/hinder them $ Programme structure, course delivery and support

their studies? * what knowledge, skills and attributes  SYStéms help students to succeed on the programmes
of the graduates do employers and the graduates (JOYCe, 1994)

themselves find of greatest value in the workplace® graduates and their employers find that the knowledge
This paper describes the research process andand skills acquired at UNITEC meet work place
discusses some of the issues that have arisen. requirements.

Keywords Research projects, process, protocols
Four research projects are under way to help meet

NACCO these three objectives:
¢ nearly 1500 student files have been examined to
= establish their age, gender, ethnicity, educational
background before enrolling, and performance on our
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programmes (certificate, diploma or degree), anfilirther statistical analysis to see which factors are most
correlations between the different variables are beingportant. As a sub-project, Ranjana Shukla is examining
computed. correlations between marks for written assignments,
4 first and third year students are being asked to fill o@ractical tests and theory examinations in first year
a questionnaire designed to establish what motivatég@mputing courses, to see whether some student groups
them to succeed do significantly better in one type of assessment, when

¢ students, graduates, employers and advisoﬁ?mpared to <_)ther groups. Some of the initia_l findings_
committee members are being asked their views e presented in a companion poster (Joyce, Knight, Kolahi

the current requirement to take a “business contexf?nd Shukla, 2000).
course in the first year of the degree programme
¢ graduates are being asked to complete a survey abc;%t MOTIVATION
their current employment and the relevance of their
UNITEC programme. In the next four sections, the ~ The study process and motivation questionnaire,

research process for each project is described ag@nsisting of 42 questions, was developed in Australia
some of the issues that have arisen are discussedand has been extended by an extra 10 questions developed

by Susan Foster for use with computing students at

2. CORRELATION UNITEC. It_ uses a five point Likert scale f_or each question
and special response forms for direct computer

. _ ._processing. Because most of the questions will be in

The data required for calculating the correlation ommon, some interesting comparisons should be

was distributed in at least thret_a places, so a spreads sible between Australian and New Zealand students.
was set up and a research assistant employed to bring al When it was proposed that first and third year

the data together. Age, ethnicity and gender were heldéfhdents be asked to fill out the questionnaire in class,

one section of the ele_ctronic stqdentmanagement systetﬁb question arose what procedure should be followed
a?d UN.ITEC aca((jjem_m r; sull(ts inan dother, wherer?s det%en staff wish to conduct research on students that does
of previous academic background were on the papgr directly relate to the students’ course of study. The

ehnrolment forms in the |_nd|r\]/ |d(;1al stL_Jdent f_||es|. Ir_]ev'tablrconcern was that the students (and the course lecturer if
Lzziggre sorlne gags m:j N atar-] m(;)_zrtlcu ar mc_:gm? erent from the researcher) might resent losing class
results and students who did not provide fu ime, especially if several research projects were

det_all_s of .the" academic background. There were alf’r‘ﬂlolved. It was decided that approval should be sought
variations in assessment_systems—for example the grading . ihe head of department, research coordinator,
sy_stem for 39h00| ceriificate has been changeq_at Ieﬁ%gramme coordinator and course lecturer. The first
twice. A coding system was developed for ethnicity anﬁwree would determine if the research was needed and

level of qualification to simplify subsequent data analysisa propriate, the lecturer would determine if and when the
One issue that arose with this project concemnefl .o ~ould be made available

the research assistant having access to student files. The
chair of the UNITEC research ethics committee
confirmed that formal ethical approval was not required4' COMPULSION
because all the data already existed and the personal data
had been supplied on the understanding that it could be Many New Zealand computing qualifications,
used by UNITEC staff for teaching and administrativ€specially those in the polytechnic sector, have at least
purposes. However to preserve confidentiality, th®v0 compulsory courses: one concerned with
research assistant was recruited from outside UNITE€®Mmunication and one that covers the business context
(usually we would employ a UNITEC student). in which most computing is done. This is true of all the
Correlations are now being computed to determirgomputing certificates, diplomas and degrees at UNITEC.
whether there is any evidence that students of a particulg@aching staff, advisory committee members and other
age, ethnicity, gender or academic background are ma@ployers are very much in favour of this compulsion,
successful on our programmes. Given that many of thedewever many students would prefer to focus totally on
variables interact (for example a majority of Indian angomputing subjects and are not well motivated to study
Chinese students are older males with degrééxtraneous” subjects.
qualifications), it may prove necessary to undertake




The business context course in the UNITEC This research is supported by a grant from the
Bachelor of Computing Systems degree is taken by &llational Advisory Committee on Computing
full time students in their first semester and is a preQualifications, which is also supporting similar research
requisite for compulsory second year courses. Pass rdtesng conducted at the Waikato Polytechnic and at
are low and declining and student feedback has bebtassey University at Wellington. Having compared
largely negative. questionnaires before conducting the research, in order

Various stratagems have been tried to increase identify commonalities, the researchers intend to
student motivation, including moving the course to aompare results and identify similarities and differences.
different semester from the compulsory communicatiol, CQONCLUSION
course, using videos and an uptodate text book full of
case studies, and having the chair of the advisory  The effortinvolved in the four projects is substantial
committee visit the classes to stress how much the coutsi@ should result in a wealth of information that can be
was valued by employers. used to improve our selection processes, curriculum

The latest approach involves asking first, secongevelopment, delivery and support systems. Along the
and third year students to fill out questionnaires, holdingay we will have learned a lot about designing, managing
focus groups with current students, and interviewing staind conducting targeted research and put in place some

graduates, employers and members of the advisof¥eful procedures and protocols that will make future
committee. Further details of the process and thgojects easier!

preliminary results may be found in Glennis Goodwill’s

paper at this conference (Goodwill, 2000). 7. REFERENCES

5. PREPARATION Goodwill, G. (2000) Business Skills: Exploring the
Perceptions of IT Students, Academics and Industry.
Although UNITEC staff and advisory committee put ~ 13th National Advisory Committee on Computing
a lot of time and thought into assembling the right Qualifications Annual Conference, Wellington.
“ingredients” (in the form of programme structure andoyce, D. (1994) Selection Procedures and Language
course content) and staff put a lot of energy into the Support. 7th National Advisory Committee on
“cooking process” (in the form of lectures, laboratories, Computing Qualifications Annual Conference,
assessment and tutorial assistance), it's still true that “the Christchurch
proof of the pudding is in the eating”. Consequently adoyce, D. (1998)Measuring Aptitude for Computing in
important part of our quality assurance is finding out what an Evolving Educational Environment: Some
jobs our graduates get and how well they (and their Preliminary Results.New Zealand Journal of
employers) feel their UNITEC programme has prepared Applied Computing and Information Technolpgy
them for the workplace. 2(1):41-45
In the early 1990s, when we offered the NDBQoyce, D., Knight, S., Kolahi, S. and Shukla, R. (2000)
suite of programmes, we used to survey our graduates Patterns of Success: Who Does Best? 13th National
and their employers and get very useful feedback. Advisory Committee on Computing Qualifications
However, when a corporate research unit was established Annual Conference, Wellington.
at UNITEC, they took on the graduate survey, using a
standard form which did not ask some of the key questions
we had been asking. Now that the UNITEC wide process
is well established, we have been able to get approval from
the corporate research unit to survey our own graduates
separately and we will endeavour to catch up on the
backlog of three years’ degree graduates. All that is
needed now is ethical approval from the UNITEC research
ethics committee, who require to see the questionnaire,
the letter that will accompany it and a six page application
detailing how the data will be obtained, processed, stored
and disposed of!
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