EXTRACT FROM ACADEMIC DEVELOPMENT AND ENHANCEMENT COMMITTEE MINUTES: 15 October 2013

13.54
ATTENDANCE MONITORING SYSTEMS REVIEW (ADEC/13/26)
Professor Hanna presented a report detailing the findings and recommendations from the Attendance Monitoring working Group.  It was noted that:

· The Group had used a range of criteria (initial and on-going costs, the level of automation available, the accuracy and reliability of data, support for generating reports and managing interventions, and the ability to link to timetable data and/or Banner) to review existing systems in use at other universities, commercially available or developed in-house;

· As the primary purpose for monitoring attendance at Ulster’s was to provide support for students, the substantive costs associated with commercial systems could not be justified;

· Several exiting in-house systems had been developed, each with specific benefits and drawbacks that would make any individual system unsuitable for roll-out across the University;

The Committee endorsed the Group’s recommendations that:

a) Faculties and Schools should consider whether a more focused approach to attendance monitoring would actually enable more resource to be allocated to the crucial activity of acting upon the data through engagement with students identified as having attendance issues.  They are reminded that the University currently only requires attendance monitoring at small group activities.

b) Given the specific attendance monitoring requirements within the context of Ulster, an internally developed system would offer the required functionality at the lowest cost and also offered the possibility of integrating the system with other data sources already used, such as Banner.  This approach minimised the annual data entry that would be required to set up the system at the start of each academic year and would also avoid making changes to such data in two separate systems.

c) The system should focus on recording non-attendance, again reducing the amount of data to be entered but still allowing the primary purpose of the system to be fulfilled, namely supporting students in their learning.

d) The proposed solution outlined above should be further refined into a detailed set of requirements and resource allocated to develop a system to fulfil such needs.  Further resource would also be needed to provide future updates and enhancements as requirements changed.

e) Each School should identify an “Attendance Coordinator” who would be responsible for collating and annually reviewing the module level data within the system as well as communicating requests for changes to the system to the developers.

AGREED that the recommendations regarding the development of an internal system be forwarded to the Information Services Directorate for action.

EXTRACT FROM TEACHING AND LEARNING COMMITTEE MINUTES

6 December 2006

06.254
Attendance Monitoring (Min 06.203)


The Chair reported that the Academic Development and Student Services Committee (ADSSC), at its October meeting, had received a report on issues surrounding the use of technology for monitoring attendance.  It had noted that no industry-standard best practice for monitoring had been identified and that there was insufficient evidence to support the introduction of technology for this purpose.


The Committee noted that a funding application had been submitted by Professor K Greenan and Dr P Nicholl for a pilot to consider electronic methods of attendance monitoring.  Given the evidence available that attendance monitoring and subsequent follow-up impact positively on retention, the University would revisit attendance monitoring in its ongoing consideration of retention matters.

14 June 2006

06.175
ATTENDANCE MONITORING

The Committee, at its meeting in October 2005, had received the report of the Sub-Group on the 2003/4 ASM exercise which included a recommendation that the First Year Student Experience Project Manager review existing online attendance monitoring systems (mins 05.152 refers).  Dr C Carter presented paper TLC/06/56.

Monitoring is required as a minimum for all small group teaching.  University Regulations, Protocol on Student Attendance, Student Handbook and the Student Charter set out expectations regarding attendance.

The Committee noted the evidence that attendance monitoring supports ‘at risk’ students and improves retention and progression and the importance of follow-up to non-attendance in this regard.  The two basic systems in use in the University for collecting information on attendance involved manual input and scanner input.  The Committee was asked to consider whether the introduction of a central University monitoring system would be desirable and if the benefits of monitoring would be sufficient for investment in recurrent and/or staff budgets.  

The Committee noted that in some subject areas, eg health, there was a requirement to monitor attendance to meet professional requirements.  Assessment could be devised as to encourage attendance.  The disruptive effect of non-attendance for small group work was noted.

Ms Fearon advised that students were adults who paid for a substantial component of their tuition and very often there were valid reasons for non-attendance.  There was considered to be a need for a supportive rather than a punitive approach to be adopted by the University.  The Students’ Union would be exploring aspects of the Students in Transition (STAR) project in this regard.  

AGREED:

i)
that there appeared to be sufficient evidence that attendance monitoring was effective in improving progression and retention rates to support the introduction of a central system of recording attendance;

ii)
that the Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Academic Development and Student Services) be asked to explore further the technical solutions to support attendance monitoring and the investment needed to introduce a central system of recording attendance.

19 October 2005

05.161
Monitoring Student Attendance

The Committee received a paper on the use by Faculties of the University protocol on student attendance in 2004/5 as part of their review of the systems for monitoring attendance (TLC/05/75).  The protocol, endorsed by Teaching and Learning Committee in June 2004, set out the relevant regulations and the University expectations for monitoring and the options for dealing with absence (min 04.106 refers).

It was noted that Faculty reports focussed on full-time undergraduate attendance as it was not generally considered a problem for postgraduate or part-time students. There was evidence from the reports that the monitoring of attendance had a positive impact on student attendance, performance and retention.  The processes served both to support students who were experiencing difficulties and to sanction non-participating students.

The resource-intensive nature of manual systems was noted and the use of WebCT in online monitoring was considered to be very effective.   Electronic monitoring of attendance would enable both staff and students to receive attendance information.  The use of email reminders and the innovative use of text messaging by the Faculty of Engineering were noted.   It was reported that the draft student loan regulations, currently out for consultation, might result in a legal obligation for universities to monitor the attendance of students.  

It was noted that, while University regulations permitted Faculties to discontinue students who had been absent for more than four weeks and Heads of School and Deans had authority to discipline students, Heads of School were unclear about the scope of the sanctions available to them under the Ordinance on Student Discipline.

AGREED:


i)
that the Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Academic Development and Student Support) be asked to consider with relevant parties possible technological solutions to monitoring student attendance;

ii)
that Governance Services be asked to advise Heads of Schools on the range and appropriateness of disciplinary penalties available to them, and on the meaning of ‘suspension of privileges’.

5 May 2004

04.68
STUDENT ATTENDANCE


The Committee noted that the Working Group on Progress Files/Induction, Retention and Progression had raised a concern in relation to student absence.  Members of the Group felt strongly that poor attendance was linked to retention, yet academic staff felt powerless to address this matter.  The Group had asked the Committee to consider sanctions, including the possibility of students being deemed ineligible to take assessment if their attendance fell below a certain level.


The Committee received paper TLC/04/25 which set out the University’s General Regulations for Students relating to attendance and progress and reviewed current arrangements. 


The Committee noted that Regulation 11 provided a clear sanction for prolonged absence, as Faculty Boards are required to deem withdrawn a student who had been absent without leave for a period of four weeks.  Regulations 12 and 13 allowed students whose academic work was unsatisfactory to be debarred from taking examinations.  The Committee noted that these regulations appeared to be rarely invoked.  In addition Deans and Heads of School had the authority to discipline students under the Ordinance on Student Discipline for shorter or repeated unauthorised absences.


The Committee recognised that the application of sanctions for non-attendance would rely on a robust attendance recording system.  In May 2001, the Committee had received reports from Faculties on their attendance monitoring arrangements and had agreed at that time that a University-wide policy was not appropriate.  Faculties had been asked to keep their arrangements under review.

The Committee noted the practical difficulties in monitoring large classes (although some Faculties did monitor lecture attendance), and the different approach which might be taken to attendance at lectures which had a primarily information-dissemination function, compared to other classes.

AGREED:

i)
that, as a minimum University requirement, attendance registers for small group teaching, eg seminars, tutorials, workshops, be kept by Faculties for monitoring purposes and with a view to applying existing sanctions;

ii)
that, drawing on the previously reported arrangements, a protocol for monitoring attendance be drafted centrally for possible use by Faculties;

iii)
that Faculties report to the Committee in June 2005 on the operation of their systems and its impact on attendance and retention.
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STUDENT ATTENDANCE

1 ISSUE

The Working Group on Progress Files/Induction, Retention and Progression has raised a concern in relation to student absence.  Members feel strongly that attendance (or lack of it) is linked to retention and yet they feel powerless when the students do not attend, or are interviewed about poor attendance and nothing changes subsequently.

They would like consideration of sanctions, including the possibility of students being deemed ineligible to take assessments if their attendance falls below a certain level. The Working Group did recognise that this would rely on robust attendance recording system.

2 UNIVERSITY REGULATIONS

The University’s General Regulations for Students state:

6.
Students must be punctual and regular in their attendance at such classes or other forms of instruction as may be prescribed.

7. 
Students shall keep the prescribed dates for their courses and at the discretion of the Senate may have to fulfil such additional requirements either in vacation or in intercalary periods as may be specified in course regulations.

8. 
A student who has not been in attendance for more than three days through illness or other cause must notify immediately either the Course/Subject Director or the research supervisor. Where the absence is for a period of more than five working days, and is caused by illness which may affect the student's studies, the student shall arrange for a medical certificate to be presented in accordance with section 18 hereof.

11. 
The board of the faculty shall deem a student to have withdrawn from the University if the student has been absent without leave from prescribed instruction for a period of four weeks.

Progress

12.
The Senate reserves the right to discontinue at any time the studies of any student whose academic work proves unsatisfactory.

A decision that a student should discontinue studies may be taken on behalf of the Senate by the board of a faculty in accordance with section 13 hereof, or by a Board of Examiners in accordance with the Regulations Governing Examinations in Courses of Study.

13.
If at any time the board of a faculty, on the advice of a Course/Subject Committee, is of the opinion that a student’s progress is unsatisfactory it may:

(a) 
send to the student due notice in writing that, unless there is an improvement, it will debar the student from taking examinations; or

(b) 
decide on behalf of the Senate that the student be required to discontinue studies.

Where subjects are in different faculties, each faculty board should consult the other faculty.

3 MONITORING ATTENDANCE

The Teaching and Learning Committee at its meetings on 2 May and 24 October 2001 received reports for the Faculty of Social and Health Sciences on its pilot scheme for monitoring attendance during 2000/1 (TLC/01/72: attached).  The Committee in May 2001 also received reports from Faculties on their arrangements (extract from TLC/01/46 attached).  The Committee agreed that a University-wide policy was not appropriate and agreed that Faculties should keep this matter under review.

4 DISCUSSION

Members are invited to comment on current arrangements for monitoring attendance and sanctioning poor attendance.

Currently Regulation 11 provides a clear sanction for prolonged absence: to deem the student to have withdrawn.  For other students poor attendance will adversely affect performance in assessment, and presumably assessment tasks are designed to encourage attendance, perhaps by relating them to material discussed/developed in class.

Regulations 12/13 allow students whose progress is unsatisfactory to be debarred from taking examinations.  It is not clear if this regulation is ever invoked outside normal Boards of Examiner arrangements (when they are also debarred from progressing to the next year and attending classes).  It may, however, be a penalty of less severity which could be introduced in respect of poor attendance for a shorter period than four weeks.

If the Committee wishes to introduce this penalty, it would need to consider:

· a definition of poor attendance which warrants this sanction (2 weeks?) and the practicalities of monitoring attendance so that it could be applied before the four week sanction comes into effect;

· the extent of the delay:  is the examination/assessment to be taken in the resit period or in the next academic year (effectively delaying progress as well)?

27 April 2004

AGF/lh
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MONITORING STUDENT ATTENDANCE

3
FACULTY ARRANGEMENTS

3.1
Art, Design and Humanities

The Faculty follows University regulations.  The Faculty intends to discuss this area further to determine whether guidelines for monitoring attendance should be drawn up.

3.2
Business and Management

The Faculty’s policy for monitoring student performance during 2000/01 is as follows:

a) attendance is monitored at all seminars and tutorials;

b) unexplained absences for two consecutive sessions are reported to the Module Co-Ordinator who will contact the student;

c) recurring absences (ie a second occurrence of unexplained absence for two consecutive sessions) are reported to the Course Director.

In 2000/01, the Faculty is carrying out the above policy for all full-time undergraduate and sub-degree programmes.  The policy will then be reviewed at the end of the academic session to gauge the impact of the scheme.

3.3
Engineering

The Faculty has reported that it monitors attendance as follows.

a)
The Faculty On-Line Quality Manual includes a Student Attendance template which is designed to be operated as a sign-in sheet.  As far as is reasonably practicable, accurate records are maintained for timetabled events within each course.

b) Unexplained absences, normally in excess of two or three sessions, would generally be reported to the relevant Course Director who would endeavour to contact the student, reminding them of their need to avail of the learning opportunities provided.  Chasing students is frequently time consuming and Email messages are often utilised. Absences coinciding with class tests and assessments are not acceptable unless genuine extenuating circumstances are indicated and properly documented.  Absences involving missed practical and group work, create particular difficulties and have consequences in respect of related assessments.  Staff endeavour to make balanced professional judgements based on the evidence provided.

c)
Recurring absences are generally reported to Course Directors, resulting in further approaches being made to the student.  Staff discuss cases of concern and generally seek to provide a network of pastoral support.  Students are advised that poor attendance is extremely unwise and a recipe for likely failure.

d)
Module Co-Ordinators also advise Boards of Examiners of the attendance profile, in cases where students have failed to perform well within specific modules or across a group of modules.

The Faculty recognises that certain circumstances militate against precision in records, notably, late students, students attempting to cover for absent students, occasional failures of students to pass the register sheet to all students present, multiple teaching inputs to modules including part-time staff involvement and research student support, leading to complications in collating all relevant information etc.  Several colleagues have commented on the potential merits of swipe card systems, utilised in many second level institutions, which could largely remove the record keeping overhead from the learning and teaching interface and potentially increase accuracy and efficiency.

The Faculty is conscious that attendance is extremely difficult to monitor with high accuracy and that with large student cohorts, substantial administrative effort could be readily dissipated, responding to these issues.  Actions of Course Directors and Module Co-Ordinators must be prioritised and the concept of a uniform response to every category of poor attendance and for every specific student is laudable but deemed to be impracticable with existing resources.  Staff are also conscious that poor attendance can sometimes be indicative of low motivation, and occasionally modules are identified, by School Management Teams, where there is a clear case for re-examining the student learning experience embodied within such modules.  Actions are taken as appropriate, in response to concerns and overall cohort performance can prove to be an important barometer on the module.

The Faculty has noted that the increase in part-time working by full-time students and the introduction of fees have had a bearing on the attendance culture.  The Faculty is keeping attendance policy under review.

3.4
Informatics

The Faculty of Informatics developed a Code of Practice (attached at Appendix 1 – Faculty appendices not attached) which was piloted in 1999/2000.  The outcomes of the pilot were reviewed at the end of the session.


Rather than full implementation, the attendance monitoring was carried out for one and two year classes (as priority) in Jordanstown and other requested classes.  In conversation with the secretaries it did not appear to be too onerous.  However, should a more complex system be required, there would be resources issues of both a human and physical nature.

3.5
Science

?

3.6
Social and Health Sciences and Education

The Faculty established a “Student Attendance Policy Statement” in 1996.  The Faculty standard is that all students are required to attend scheduled classes, seminars, tutorials, placements and practicals, and cites the general regulations.  The Faculty has identified the factors which may contribute to non-attendance.

The statement is reproduced in full at Appendix 2.  The implementation section addresses the Faculty’s procedures for monitoring attendance and dealing with absence is as follows:

It is the responsibility of Module Co-Ordinators to monitor student attendance at lectures, seminars and tutorials.  A range of methods may be employed for monitoring attendance:

· self-reporting by students;

· weekly class registers/attendance lists;

· random sampling of attendance.

A two stage procedure is implemented in respect of absence:

Stage 1

It is the responsibility of the Module Co-Ordinator to advise the Course Director of any student who is absent for three continuous (or an aggregate of three) classes.  The Course Director will then contact the student to seek clarification of the reason for non-attendance and advise them of the consequences of continued non-attendance of classes.

Stage 2

Students who continue to be absent from further classes without due cause will be advised by the Course Director that they are required to withdraw from the module.  Their right to appeal this decision will also be communicated to them in writing at this stage.

Appeal Mechanism

The Faculty has an appeals mechanism in respect of required withdrawal.  

4
RECOMMENDATION

It is recommended that:

i)
the information contained in this paper and the full reports from faculties be provided to those staff responsible for the Faculty of Business and Management pilot;

ii)
that designated staff from the Faculties of Business and Management, Engineering, Informatics and Social and Health Sciences and Education (having the most developed policies) liaise and provide a report and a draft University Code of Practice for Student Attendance to the Teaching and Learning Committee.

9 January 2001
AGF/lh

APPENDIX 1

1
The Faculty On-Line Quality Manual includes a Student Attendance template which is designed to be operated as a sign-in sheet.  As far as is reasonably practicable, accurate records are maintained for timetabled events within each course.

(Notwithstanding this, it is recognised that certain circumstances militate against precision, notably, late students, students attempting to cover for absent students, occasional failures of students to pass the register sheet to all students present, multiple teaching inputs to modules including part-time staff involvement and research student support, leading to complications in collating all relevant information etc.  Several colleagues have commented on the potential merits of swipe card systems, utilised in many second level institutions, which could largely remove the record keeping overhead from the learning and teaching interface and potentially increase accuracy and efficiency.)

2 Unexplained absences, normally in excess of two to three sessions, would generally be reported to the relevant Course Director who would endeavour to contact the student, reminding them of their need to avail of the learning opportunities provided.  Chasing students is frequently time consuming and Email messages are often utilised. Absences coinciding with class tests and assessments are not acceptable unless genuine extenuating circumstances are indicated and properly documented.  Absences involving missed practical and group work, create particular difficulties and have consequences in respect of related assessments.  Staff endeavour to make balanced professional judgements based on the evidence provided.

3
Recurring absences are generally reported to Course Directors, resulting in further approaches made to the student.  Staff discuss cases of concern and generally seek to provide a network of pastoral support.  Students are advised that poor attendance is extremely unwise and a recipe for likely failure.

4
Module Co-Ordinators also advise Boards of Examiners of the attendance profile, in cases where students have failed to perform well within specific modules or across a group of modules.

The Faculty is conscious that attendance is extremely difficult to monitor with high accuracy and that with large student cohorts, substantial administrative effort could be readily dissipated, responding to these issues.  Actions of Course Directors and Module Co-Ordinators must be prioritised and the concept of a uniform response to every category of poor attendance and for every specific student, is laudable but deemed to be impracticable with existing resources.  Staff are also conscious that poor attendance can sometimes be indicative of low motivation and occasionally modules are identified, by School Management Teams, where there is a clear case for re-examining the student learning experience embodied within such modules.  Actions are taken as appropriate, in response to concerns and overall cohort performance can prove to be an important barometer on the module.

The Faculty has noted that the increase in part-time working by full-time students and the introduction of fees have had a bearing on the attendance culture.  The Faculty is keeping attendance policy under review.

18 December 2000

AGF/lh

APPENDIX 2

1 It will be the responsibility of Module Co-Ordinators to monitor student attendance at lectures, seminars and tutorials.  A range of methods may be employed for monitoring attendance:

· self-reporting by students;

· weekly class registers/attendance lists;

· random sampling of attendance.

A two stage procedure is implemented in respect of absence:

Stage 1

It will be the responsibility of the Module Co-Ordinator to advise the Course Director of any student who is absent for three continuous (or an aggregate of three) classes.  The Course Director will then contact the student to seek clarification of the reason for non-attendance and advise them of the consequences of continued non-attendance of classes.

Stage 2

Students who continue to be absent from further classes without due cause will be advised by the Course Director that they are required to withdraw from the module.  Their right to appeal this decision will also be communicated to them in writing at this stage.

Appeal Mechanism

The Faculty has an appeals mechanism in respect of required withdrawal.  

2 May 2001

01.121
MONITORING STUDENT ATTENDANCE

The Committee received Paper No TLC/01/46 which outlined University regulations and Faculty arrangements in relation to student attendance (deferred from January 2001 – min 01.30 refers); and the Faculty of Business and Management’s report on its pilot scheme and its policy on student attendance (Paper No TLC/01/47).

AGREED:
i) 
that a University-wide policy on monitoring student attendance was not appropriate and the current University regulations should be retained;


ii) 
that Faculties should keep this matter under review.
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