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Nudging students to graduate on time!



First year progression: the good, bad and ugly

27 June 2018 2

2013 2014 2015 2016 Grad min time

First Time 
Entering

% 
returned

First Time 
Entering

% 
returned

First Time 
Entering

% 
returned

First Time 
Entering

% 
returned

% graduate:  
2013 cohort
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The current initiative at the University of Pretoria is for students to graduate on time. The project is known as FLY@UP (the Finish Line is Yours). The purpose of this initiative is to be a vehicle to facilitate interventions to improve completion rates in minimum time. Current initiatives include marketing campaigns (on campus and online); information sessions and ‘meet and greet’ sessions with Faculty Student Advisors (FSAs). Key messages to the students are to maintain a good semester mark; not to drop or change modules unnecessarily and to register for the correct number of credits in order to have a balanced credit load for completion in minimum time. Although these messages are communicated to students, there is no initiative to communicate to students when they have registered for too few or to many credits in the first and subsequent years. 



Presenter
Presentation Notes
If any of you here present were on the Hatfield campus a year or so ago you would have seen this banner. In addition to the FLY campaign, the unit for Higher Education Research at UP partnered with the PAR Framework, a division of Hobsons, Inc. to conduct an analysis of the variables that are associated with first year progression and graduation. We used more than 1,2 million module records and 55 thousand students from 5 cohorts (2011-2015). From their analysis, the course credits are highly associated with success. The next slides pertain….



Credits and progression to second year
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Figure 1. Predicted Probabilities for 
Retention to a Second Year: Module F’s

Figure 2. Predicted Probabilities for 
Retention to a Second Year: Module W’s
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Presentation Notes
The strong effect of F grades is observed in Figure 1. Students with 0 grades of F (who have failed no module) have predicted probabilities of retention close to 100%, all else held constant. Predicted probabilities for retention decline sharply as the percent of F grades increases. For instance students making grades of F in 60% of their credit attempts have only a 60% predicted probability of retaining. The results thus, indicate that a high percentage of F grades is a strong indicator that a student is at risk of stopping out.

Withdrawing from courses (presented in figure 2) also has a dramatic effect on the predicted probabilities of retaining. Once again students withdrawing from zero courses have predicted probabilities close to 100%, but this decreases as the percent of courses withdrawn from increases. Similar to the percent of credits resulting in grades of Fs, based on both the effect plot and odds ratios (at units=3.0), course withdrawals are one of the strongest predictors in the model.





Credits and graduation in four years

27 June 2018 University of Pretoria: Survival Analysis for Credentials Earned 
and Dropouts, August 2017 6

Figure 3. Predicted Probabilities for 
graduating in four years: Module F’s

Figure 4. Predicted Probabilities for 
graduating in four years: Module W’s
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Figure 3 shows that on average, students with zero F grades had predicted probabilities of just under 60% for earning a degree in four years. Predicted probabilities fall to just 20% for those making F grades in 30% of their credits and continues to decrease for those making F grades in higher percentages of credits. 

Figure 4 shows that students with zero course withdrawals, have predicted probabilities of earning a degree in four years at just below 40%. This falls to just below 20% for students withdrawing from 20% of their courses and continues to decrease as the percentages of course withdrawals increase. Predicted probabilities of earning a credential in four years are nearly zero for students who have a high percentage of course withdrawals or a high percentage of credits resulting in F grades during their first year. 






Siyaphumelela Nudging campaign

Nudging is an approach that steers people in particular 
directions, but that also allow them to go their own way 
(Sustein, 2014). 

Nudging is no panacea for all of the complex problems 
found in higher education (Desouza and Smith, 2016). 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
According to Desouza and Smith (2016) the concept behind nudging and nudge theory centres on prompting individuals to modify their behaviour in a predictable way (usually to make wiser decisions) without coercing them, forbidding actions, or changing consequences. It promises to be a low cost, high return intervention and from a business principle; a low-hanging fruit. The low-hanging fruit principle focuses on the most easily attainable goals which lead to the quickest most fruitful results. Given the financial pressures many institutions face the promise of interventions with low cost and high returns are appealing. However, in many instances low-hanging fruit interventions produce only short term gains if they are not aligned to the strategic goals of an institution and the milestones are not integrated into the regular interventions of the institution. In addition there should be sufficient leading indicators to point toward favourable outcomes should the intervention be implemented.




Methodology

• Download course information from SIS: 5, 12, 21 Feb (and 8 March)

• Used the total first-year credit load: includes registered credits but 
excludes dropped credits

• Programme credit load required for the first year was sourced 
from the faculty yearbooks and captured as a MS Excel lookup table

• Credit % difference was calculated: sum((A – B)/B)*100
• Credit low risk criteria: credit % difference greater than 10%
• Credit high risk criteria: credit % difference greater than 20%
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Presentation Notes
The 2018 faculty yearbooks were sourced from the UP website and each programmes’ minimum credits per academic year were captured as an Excel lookup table. During the registration process the total credits of first time entering students registered for three- and four-year bachelor’s programmes in selected faculties were download. Downloads were made at three “audit” dates, namely 5, 12 and 21 February. The baseline was set at 12 February and tested at 5 and 21 February, where the students were identified with suboptimal credit load (either too few or too many credits in relation to the required programme credit load). 



Methodology
• Focus on 3 and 4 year Bachelor’s programmes using 12 February
• Only ‘NEW’ registered students
• Email sent on 13 February through Qualtrics:

• 296 emails sent to credit low: 3 year programmes
• 350 emails sent to credit low: 4 year programmes
• 70 emails sent to credit high: 3 and 4 year programmes

• Evaluation of the credit load status on 12 February: compared with 5 
and 21 February downloads (and 8 March)

• End of message survey
• Telephonic interviews
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Presentation Notes
In total, 716 nudges were sent to the students on 13 February to students from 7 of 9 faculties, which allowed these students 5 working days to make changes before 19 February without financial implications. 21 February was used as an “evaluation” date to determine uptake of the nudges by the students.

296 emails sent to credit low: 3 year programmes (The total usable for evaluation is 145)
350 emails sent to credit low: 4 year programmes (The total usable for evaluation is 147)





Nudge message

Dear first-year student,

As part of the FLY@UP campaign, the University of Pretoria monitors the 
number of module credits which new first-year students register for. 
Research has shown that students who register for the optimum number of 
module credits for a programme, are more likely to graduate in the 
prescribed minimum time. We observed from the registration data that you 
might have registered for too many module credits during the registration 
process. If you are unsure of the module credits required for your 
programme, you can consult with your Faculty Administration Office to 
ensure that you have registered for the optimum credits for your programme 
such that you graduate on time.

You can make changes until 19 February 2018 without any financial penalties 
at your Faculty Administration Office.



Findings: Low credit load at 12 February

Program duration 5 February 12 February 21 February Outcome

3 Year Risk Risk Risk 54% students remain at-risk 
4 Year Risk Risk Risk 54% students remain at-risk
3 Year Risk Risk No risk 32% students increased their credit load 

to optimum level 
4 Year Risk Risk No risk 30% students increased their credit load 

to optimum level
3 Year No risk Risk No risk 14% Students with PSCS data irregularity 

or missing
4 Year No risk Risk No risk 16% Students with PSCS data irregularity 

or missing 
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Presentation Notes
296 emails sent to credit low: 3 year programmes (The total usable for evaluation is 145)
350 emails sent to credit low: 4 year programmes (The total usable for evaluation is 147)

At-risk at all three time periods 
79 students remain at-risk at all three time periods (3 Year) 
79 students remain at-risk at all three time periods (4 Year)
Increased credit load before 21 FEB
39 students increased their credit load to optimum level (3 Year)
44 students increased their credit load to optimum level (4 Year)
Data irregularity before and after 12 FEB
11 Students with PSCS data irregularity (3 Year)
9 Students with PSCS data irregularity (4 Year)
Remainder of the students are system missing.
16 Students with PSCS missing data (3 Year)
13 Students with PSCS missing data (4 Year)




Findings: Low credit load at 21 February

Program duration 5 February 12 February 21 February Outcome

3 Year Risk No risk Risk 2 Students with PSCS data irregularity

4 Year Risk No risk Risk 5 Students with PSCS data irregularity

3 Year No risk No risk Risk 48 students decreased their credit load to 
below optimum level

4 Year No risk No risk Risk 37 students decreased their credit load to 
below optimum level
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2% students decreased their credit load to below optimum level (3 Year)
1% students decreased their credit load to below optimum level (4 Year)




Findings: High credit load at 12 February

Program duration 5 February 12 February 21 February Outcome

3 Year Risk Risk Risk 75% students remain at-risk
4 Year Risk Risk Risk 48% students remain at-risk
3 Year Risk Risk No risk 0% students decreased their credit load 

to optimum level
4 Year Risk Risk No risk 39% students decreased their credit 

load to optimum level 
3 Year No risk Risk No risk 25% Students with PSCS data 

irregularity or missing data
4 Year No risk Risk No risk 11% Students with PSCS data 

irregularity or missing data 
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8 – 3 year programmes (Total contacted)
62 – 4 year programmes (Total contacted)

At-risk at all three time periods 
6 students remain at-risk (3 Year) 
30 students remain at-risk (4 Year)

Decreased credit load before 21 FEB
0 students decreased their credit load to optimum level (3 Year)
24 students decreased their credit load to optimum level (4 Year) (Faculty of Education n= 22)
Data irregularity before and after 12 FEB
2 Students with PSCS data irregularity (3 Year)
7 Students with PSCS data irregularity (4 Year)




Survey results
• Received assistance in choosing modules during orientation:

• 47% received assistance
• 50% received no assistance
• 3% were unsure if the received assistance

• Session on the optimal number of credits during orientation:
• 49% recall the session
• 30% no recollection of the session
• 21% were unsure whether the session happened

• Consulted their Faculty Administration office 
• 22% of the students consulted after the nudge

104/646 
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2018 Orientation programme evaluation:
49% of the students were satisfied with the assistance given in choosing module during the orientation
60% of the staff reported that the pitfalls of registering for too many or too few credits was discussed with students during the OP
18% of the students indicated that they did not know where to find support should they need it





Telephonic interviews: 3 year Bachelor’s 
programmes

• 19% of the students consulted their Faculty Administration 
office after the nudge

• 53% of the students reported that they used the faculty 
yearbook to confirm their credit load

32/79
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Presentation Notes
 Some students mentioning they asked senior students they knew about which modules to take.



Summary: low credit risk 
(12 Feb – 8 March)

3 Bachelor’s 
• 145 at-risk on 12 Feb
• 93 at-risk after 21 Feb
• 89 at-risk on 8 March

4 Bachelor’s
• 147 at-risk on 12 Feb
• 90 at-risk after 21 Feb
• 79 at-risk on 8 March

• 56 fewer students with low 
credit load (12 Feb-8 March)

• 44 students decreased 
their credit load (8 March)

• 8% real difference at 8 
March

• 68 fewer students with low 
credit (12 Feb-8 March)

• 38 students decreased 
their credit load (8 March)

• 20% real difference at 8 
March



Summary: survey and interviews

Survey results:
• 22% consulted Faculty Administration
Interview results:
• 19% consulted Faculty Administration

Survey results:
• 40% received assistance with their modules during the 

orientation
• 49% recall a discussion on the “optimal credit load” 

during the orientation

Presenter
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2018 Orientation programme evaluation:
49% of the students were satisfied with the assistance given in choosing module
60% of the staff reported that the pitfalls of registering for too many or too few credits was discussed with students during the OP
18% of the students indicated that they did not know where to find support should they need it



Conclusion and next steps
• Nudging is no panacea for all of the complex problems found in higher 

education (Desouza and Smith, 2016)
• Nudges must be included as part of an existing intervention and data analytics 

strategy to be most effective
• Implementation of pre-registration academic advising during Orientation
• Nudging campaign functions as a catch-net for students who did not attend the 

orientation or had made mistakes during registration or made course changes
• The next steps: 

• First semester results will be used to calculate the credit-pass ratio 
• Students will be classified in performance bands 
• Targeted nudges will be directed to these groups for academic development

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Information on support communicated consistently during orientation but also through FLY – must not just be a tick-box of activities.
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