Student Recruitment and Retention

It was very important to engage with students as early as possible so that they could record their initial thoughts and experiences while they were still fresh in their minds. To facilitate this, introductory presentations on the project were included as part of the Fresher’s week induction sessions for each of the target disciplines. There was also an opportunity for students to express an interest in the project in the initial survey. Interested students were invited to attend an informal follow-up session at which the project was explained in detail. Students who agreed to participate were asked to read the information sheet and then sign the consent form and were then provided with an information pack which included information sheets, blank CDs and return envelopes and, if necessary, a webcam.

Student recruitment at the start of the year and retention over the whole of the academic year were vital to the success of the study and considerable time effort was expended in this area. Our approaches included:

· Involvement of academic staff.  Academic teaching staff were directly involved at all stages of the project; their role was crucial. Together with significant expertise in deploying and utilising e-learning in their disciplines, they had a major “advocacy” role in encouraging students to engage with the project and provide useful information. This direct contact with academic teaching staff both affirmed the importance of the research and linked it directly to the quality of course delivery.

· Rewards and benefits.  Direct rewards ranged from providing refreshments at information and focus group sessions etc., through to offering financial incentives paid on a per-semester basis to encourage ongoing participation. Less tangible than but equally significant benefits included providing opportunities for students to:

· Think about and reflect on the way they study: what works, what doesn’t; and how their approaches develop over time.

· Try out and use new technologies and practice skills that will be useful both for academic life and beyond.

· Contribute to cutting-edge research and make a real difference to learning and teaching for themselves and future students

· Being “part of something”.  Various approaches were used to foster a sense of identity and community: The project officer was key in this respect, acting as a central point of contact for all participants; the diary room offered a concrete demonstration of the team’s support and encouragement; and the project identity was reinforced by using the project logo on notices, information packs, website etc. Mediation and stimulation by both academic and project staff also created a strong image of care and ownership. This was an important factor in maintaining students’ engagement over the course of the year.

· Flexibility of approach.  This is exemplified by the fact that although students were encouraged to record a video diary, they were free to choose an alternative format if preferred – we were keen to emphasise to participants that the message was more important than the medium.  The drop-in diary rooms provide another example, as by scheduling relatively long sessions (typically all afternoon plus occasional evenings) we could accommodate individual students’ timetables.

