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 Introduction

The Writing Centre at StFX provides assistance to students in many ways—from reading over drafts of papers, to informal suggestions on study habits, to providing formal classroom instruction in its APEX (Academic Program of excellence at X), EXCEL (excel at X) and LEAP (Learning English for Academic Purposes) programs.  The intent of this assessment is to report some outcomes of the APEX and EXCEL programs. The report  was requested by the Dean of Arts, Dr. Mary McGillivray. 
A. Some Outcomes of the APEX program

1. Description of Program

The APEX program is designed for students who been assessed an academic penalty (suspended or dismissed) and who are returning to the university. The program  commenced in 2001 and initially it was made available on a voluntary basis to students returning from suspension or dismissal.  After 2002 the program became a compulsory one for students returning after having been suspended or dismissed. 
It is to be noted at the outset that the program is designed to assist students who have had academic difficulties and that many of these students are marginal ones who would not be likely to turn into academic stars. Getting them through to graduation would, in many cases, be a major victory.
2. Methodology for Detecting Outcomes

In order to get some indicators that reflect on the usefulness of the program it was decided to  look at the averages produced in subsequent years, the percentage who experienced another academic penalty (suspension or dismissal), and the percentage who subsequently graduated. Three data sets were assembled that provided information on:
a. baseline data for the period prior to the availability of the APEX program (1998 to 2000).  Here we would be interested in looking at the outcomes for returning from a penalty with no APEX program in place.  
b. comparisons between the baseline data (1998-2000) and those returning from penalty after 2002 who took the APEX program; and,
c. comparisons of students in the ’01-’02 academic year where the APEX program was optional for those coming back from suspension or dismissal and we can then see if there are differences in outcomes between those who took the program and those who did not.
Information was requested from the Student Information System (Banner) on all students who had been suspended or dismissed and who subsequently returned to the university for the period starting in the 1998-1999 academic year. The data were then flipped into SPSS files for processing.

In addition the Writing Centre kindly provided data that they have compiled evaluating the APEX program. This information is based on participant’s perceptions and observations about the program.

 3. Data Trends

Four hundred and eight students returned to StFX’s academic programs after having been dismissed or suspended in the six years commencing in the 1997 – 1998 academic year. No APEX program existed prior to 2001. In 2001 students returning from an academic penalty had the option of participating in the program (26 did) or not participating in it (109 opted not to take the program). Starting in the fall of 2002 students returning from an academic penalty were required to take the APEX program.
Table 1 provides baseline data for the outcomes for the pre-APEX program returning students for the academic years starting in 1998, 1999, and 2000. How did they fare (no APEX program) in comparison to those who completed the APEX program in the years when the program became compulsory (after 2002)?  

Table 1. Further Academic Penalty: Pre- and Post APEX
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Chi-Square 2.393  (Continuity Correction); df = 1;  p = .122 (Not Statistically Significant)

There is not a statistically significant difference in the outcomes (as measured by incurring a further penalty) when the students who returned after having incurred an academic penalty in the pre-APEX period (1998-2000) are compared to those who returned after the APEX program was initiated.  Note that in the pre-APEX period some 23.4 percent incurred a subsequent penalty while those who were required do the APEX program (2001 to 2003) some 32.5 percent incurred a subsequent penalty.  The trend in the data is that the APEX program did not reduce the likelihood of avoiding a further academic penalty.
It could be argued that given the differences in the period covered by the analysis renders the comparison suspect. It is possible, for example, that the committees on study became more liberal and were allowing more low-probability-of-success students to return to the university. If this were the case then the lower level of success in recent years could be attributable to this change.  Moreover, it may be that even though there is no discernable pattern of greater success among those who took the APEX program, there unquestionably would be students who would claim that they benefited enormously from the program.
Fortunately we have some limited data from the first year of the APEX program (2001-2002) where taking the program was optional for students returning after having incurred an academic penalty.  These data allow us to compare students in the same year, all of whom were permitted to return, some chose to do the program (N = 26), while some opted not to take the program (N = 109). Table 2 displays the outcomes for these two categories.

Table 2.  Comparison of Experiencing Further Penalties by Participation in APEX Compared to non-Participation, 2001-2002
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Chi-Square .720  (Continuity Correction); df = 1;  p = .396 (Not Statistically Significant)

Once again, those who did the APEX program were somewhat more likely to incur a further penalty (42.3%) compared to those who did not opt for the program (31.2%). While the number of cases is rather small, the negative trend identified in Table 1 persists, namely that students opting for the APEX program were more likely than the non-participants to incur a subsequent academic penalty. Once again, however, the difference is not statistically significant.
Table 3.  High school Average (HSAVE) and Averages in Each Year of Study by Whether the Student Participated in Apex or Did not Opt for the Program on Returning to StFX, 2001-2002
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 Probabilities            .764                      .589                 .622                 .906                    .975              . 218
Table 3 displays the high school leaving average (HSAVE) as well as the average in each of the five years of study following initial admission for those who did not opt to take the APEX program as compared to those who did.  Note that there is little difference between the two categories in each of the six comparisons.  None of the differences is statistically significant.  (In order for a difference within a column to be statistically significant the probability listed under the column would need to be less than .05.)
Table 4 displays the graduation status as of 2004 of students who returned to StFX after having returned to university after being assigned an academic penalty. By 2004 29 of the students had graduated. When a comparison is made between those who participated in APEX and those who did not, there is no difference in the graduation rates of the two cohorts.

Table 4. Graduation Status by Whether the Student Participated in Apex or Did not Opt for the Program on Returning to StFX, 2001-2002
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Chi-Square .002  (Continuity Correction); df = 1;  p = .964 (Not Statistically Significant)
4. Trends in Student Perceptions

The Writing Centre conducts formal course evaluations for students enrolled in the APEX program. Students are asked to rate their generic skills prior to taking the course and at the end of the course.  In addition, students respond to open-ended questions asking about the strengths and weaknesses of the course. The forms used for these evaluations are available from the Writing Centre.

The three pages of bar graphs (see Appendix A: these graphs were prepared by the Writing Centre) display the before-after measures on a number of different measures for the period 2002 to 2004.  Consistently, the students perceive positive changes in all areas explored. The 2002 evaluations were based on a magnitude estimations procedure where students drew lines a different lengths to indicate how much they had changed over the year. In 2003 the format employed was changed to 9-point Likert type ratings on a number of skill levels.  Consistently, the students report positive outcomes that they attribute to their experience in the course. 

The open-ended comments made by students are generally supportive of the APEX program. Students generally found the one-on-one sessions with instructors particularly beneficial. However, a number of students indicated that the program was too expensive.  Appendix B includes the open-ended comments relating to the APEX program. Additional graphs and comments are available from the Writing Centre.

4. Conclusion

Examining outcomes comparing the pre-APEX period (1999-2001) to the APEX required period (post 2002) suggests little difference in the outcomes as reflected in the student information system. The obvious caution must be made that there may well be uncontrolled factors at work which render any attempted comparisons as suspect. (For example, there may have been changes in the stringency of committees in setting penalties or differences in the conditions under which students would be allowed to return to university after having been assigned a penalty.)

It seems reasonable to make comparisons for the 2001-2002 academic year APEX data, even though the numbers are relatively small.  For these cohorts, participation in the APEX program appears to have had a minimal impact on the success of students in terms of avoiding an academic penalty such as dismissal or suspension; similarly students who took the program did not produce higher first year averages than those who did not take the program. While the trend lines are negative, it is not possible to say with confidence that the program was not successful.  All that can be said is that there appears to be little difference in the outcomes whether the returning students took or did not take APEX.  
It must be noted that students’ perceptions of the changes the APEX program made on their academic skills suggest that all skill areas were enhanced through participation in the program. The qualitative open-ended comments by students were generally favourable to the program.

C. Some Outcomes of the EXCEL program

1. Description of Program

The EXCEL program is designed to facilitate the transition from high school to university. The first year students who opt for the program have one 75 minute class each week and, in addition, students have one-to-one meetings with their instructor to discuss the transition to university. The fee for the program is $300 and in the 2004-05 academic year those who successfully complete the program receive a refund of $150. (In 2003-04 the refund was $200.)  In 2003-04 362 students registered for the program while in 2004-05 430 registered for the program.  Around 92% of the students who have registered in the program have received refunds, indicating that they successfully completed the program.
2. Methodology for detecting Outcomes

This outcomes analysis will focus on the students who registered for the EXCEL program during the 2002-03 academic year.  Each of the participants will be matched to a student with the same gender, with a high school leaving average within one percentage point of the match, and registered in the same faculty unit. The matching will be done manually on a first-match-that-meets-the-criteria approach, and the matching criteria are ordered by gender, average, and faculty of study (if a match cannot be found, then the faculty criterion is dropped; then average broadened to two points). The participants in the EXCEL program will be compared to the matched non-participants. Comparisons will be made showing any differences in first year averages, percentage assigned an academic penalty (suspension or dismissal), and finally a regression analysis will be used to detect whether taking the EXCEL program enhances first year performance when the following predictors are used: high school average, gender (dummy coded), and participation in the EXCEL program (dummy coded).
In addition to the data acquired from Banner, the Writing Centre provided summary data on the responses of EXCEL students to the program.
3. Data Trends

During the 2002-03 academic year 354 students were registered in the EXCEL program. It was possible to match all but seven of these students with one who did not do the EXCEL program. (The seven that could not be matched did not have an incoming average recorded in Banner.) The total number of matched pairs was 347.  The matching by gender was entirely successful as we had 233 females in both the EXCEL and the non-EXCEL (67.1 percent of the participants were females). The matching on high school grade performance led to a mean grade of 79.06 for those not taking EXCEL compared to 79.01 for those in the EXCEL program. The matching by program of study was off by one case for the BBA & IS and BSc programs. Indications are that the matching process resulted in two equivalent cohorts in terms of gender, high school average, and program of study.
Tables 5a and 5b show the percentage of EXCEL and non-EXCEL cohorts that encountered no penalty in the year they were enrolled in the EXCEL program (5a) and in the following year (5b).
Table 5a.  Academic Penalties Assigned by Participation in the EXCEL Program, at end of First Year, (Matched Pairs Analysis)
[image: image5.wmf]Crosstab

289

297

586

83.3%

85.6%

84.4%

36

36

72

10.4%

10.4%

10.4%

3

0

3

.9%

.0%

.4%

19

14

33

5.5%

4.0%

4.8%

347

347

694

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

Count

% within excel  Excel code

Count

% within excel  Excel code

Count

% within excel  Excel code

Count

% within excel  Excel code

Count

% within excel  Excel code

No Penalty Assigned

On Probation

Prob After Appeal

Suspension

Suspended

ACAD_ST_BOT_200410

Total

0  Not Excel

1  Excel

excel  Excel code

Total


Chi-Square = 3.876;  df = 3;  p = .276 (not statistically significant)
Table 5a shows that while there is not a statistically significant difference, those who participated in the EXCEL program were slightly more likely (85.6%) not to incur a penalty compared to those who did not do the program (83.3%). 
Table 5b (below) reports the penalty outcomes in the second year following completion of the program for the 347 matched pairs who did the program in 2002-03. Similar to Table 5a, the results indicate that those who enrolled in the EXCEL program were slightly more likely (87.3%) not to incur a penalty compared to the matched pairs of whom 85.9% incurred no penalty. Once again, however the differences are not statistically significant.

Table 6 reports on the average grade (AVG1) following completion of 2002-03 academic year, the grade differential between an individual student’s high school and first year university grades (diff). The table also shows the High School average of the EXCEL and non-EXCEL students.  The results indicate that the non-participants in EXCEL produced slightly higher first year grades (65.95 compared to 65.53) than the EXCEL participants. Similarly the average decline in grades from high school to university was slightly lower for the non-EXCEL students (-13.22) than for the EXCEL participants (-13.53). Note that the probabilities indicate that none of the differences in the table is statistically significant.  
Table 5b.  Academic Penalties Assigned by Participation in the EXCEL Program, at end of Second  Year (Matched Pairs Analysis)
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Chi-Square = 2.879;  df = 8;  p = .896 (not statistically significant)

Table 6.  High School Leaving Average, First Year Average and the Grade Differential Means Between High School and First Year University Grades, by Participants/Non-Participants in the EXCEL Program 2002-03 (Matched Pairs Analysis)
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  Probabilities (F Test)                            .943            .642                 .673

A regression analysis was performed in an attempt to detect whether taking the EXCEL program enhances first year performance when the following predictors are used: high school average, gender (dummy coded), and participation in the EXCEL program (dummy coded). Table 7 summarizes the results.
Table 7. Regression Analysis: Predictors of 1st Year Grade Performance

	R2
	b Coefficient
	Beta Weight
	% Contribution*

	.358
	Average HS Grade      .880

Gender (Female)      1.346

EXCEL (Participant)  -.323
	.586
.053
    -.014
	32.1
 2.9
 -.8


Of the total explained variance (R2) the percent attributable to each predictor is calculated as follows:

 % Variance Explained by Each Variable =     _ ß1 x R²      x  100                                   


                                                       Σ ß's

The regression analysis indicates that of the 35.8% of the total variance explained that 32.1%  stems from the high school average, 2.9% from gender (female) and a slight negative -.8% from the EXCEL variable (participation).  The EXCEL variable was not significant and, indeed, was dropped from the equation (backwards solution). 
5. Student Perceptions

The Writing Centre conducts formal course evaluations in both the APEX and EXCEL programs. In both cases students are asked to rate their generic skills prior to taking the course and at the end of the course.  In addition, students have the opportunity in the form of open-ended questions to point out the strengths and weaknesses of the courses. The forms used for these evaluations are available from the Writing Centre.

The Writing Centre provided a file containing student comments on the EXCEL program as well as a summary of student ratings on various items.  The open-ended questions asked about three elements: (a) most valuable aspect, (b) what topics should be added to EXCEL, and  (c) recommend some improvements.  Generally the responses were favourable; there appears to be pretty strong support for the one-on-one meetings with the instructor, for the session dealing with degree structure, and for the Quick Access material.  In terms of suggested improvements, many critical comments surrounded the “point system,” the length of the classes, and the duration of the course.  (See Appendix C.)
When evaluating their skills at the beginning of EXCEL compared to their skill level at the end, students perceived that their skill levels had increased in all areas.  Particularly strong growth is noted in the areas of degree information, citing sources, and finding information. 
6. Conclusion

Using a matched pairs design (comparing participants to a matched sample of non-participants) the quantitative outcomes examination of the 2002-2003 EXCEL data indicates that the program has a minimal impact on the success of students in terms of avoiding an academic penalty such as dismissal or suspension; similarly students who took the program did not produce higher first year averages than those who did not take the program. 
The data reporting on the perceptions students have on the change the APEX program made on their academic skills suggests that all skill areas were enhanced through participation in the program. The qualitative open-ended comments by students were generally favourable to the program.
B. Recommendations

The measurable outcomes as indicated by the student information system suggest that neither the APEX nor the EXCEL programs produce strong positive outcomes for participants.  There are, however, many participants who claim that the program they took was of enormous benefit to them personally.  However, in a statistical sense, there is little in the data that suggests an overall benefit. In fairness, however, it must be stated that no one course taken in university is likely to have an enormous positive impact on student performance. Moreover, the open-ended responses to both the APEX and EXCEL programs suggest more positive outcomes.
APEX

Given the limited data upon which a fair comparison could be made in assessing the APEX program impact on students (the 2001-2002 academic year data), the cautious and tentative recommendations would be as follows:
· The APEX program only be made compulsory if:

· the student’s record indicates poor incoming high school grades

· there is reason to think the poor performance relates largely to poor academic abilities

· the APEX  program should not be made compulsory:
· for students who have had a “party year” and that if they applied themselves there is every reason to think they would be able to successfully complete a university degree

· if it appears that the student’s bad year was related to missing much time at university because of illness, illness in the family, or other extenuating circumstances

· the formal evaluations should be continued so as to provide feedback on the program with a view to identifying areas of strength and weakness.  The program should be adjusted annually in the light of comments made by participants. The current version tends to prompt them more for beneficial aspects; it would be helpful to ask respondents to identify specific weaknesses as well as strengths in the program. 
EXCEL
The outcomes assessment of the EXCEL program did not produce compelling evidence for its ability to improve the overall academic performance of participants. However, it may enhance a freshman student’s feeling of security that they can get help if it is needed.  The student’s open-ended evaluative comments were quite positive on the whole.
In looking at the outcomes of the 2002-03 EXCEL program, it is recommended that:

· Students should continue to be invited to provide formal feedback on the program with a view to identifying areas of strength and weakness.  The format of questioning was better in the 2002-03 year. The program should be adjusted annually in the light of comments made by participants. 

· Included in the feedback form should be a question asking about whether the student would recommend the program to new students.

· Consideration should be given to shortening the length of classes; possibly the base material could be presented in the fall term.
· Consideration should be given to presenting a base model of EXCEL and, in addition, offer optional specialized topics covered in separate sessions such as  “beefing up on grammar,”  “basic math skills,” “reading tables,” etc. These specialized topics could be identified part way through the fall term by asking students to identify areas where they need additional help. Perhaps the optional sessions could be opened up to non-EXCEL students.  Some of these sessions might be taught by specialists outside of the Writing Centre as appropriate. 

· The one-on-one sessions are useful and should be retained.

· Students find the Quick Access material particularly helpful.

The coordinator of the Writing Centre, Nancy Marenick, has been most helpful in providing information for this outcomes assessment. She has many talented members of her staff who are dedicated to helping students develop their skills in dealing with university work.
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Appendix A.  Three APEX Skill Level Development Graphs

Appendix B.  Open-Ended Responses to APEX Program Questionnaire

Appendix C.  Open-Ended Responses to EXCEL Program Questionnaires
PAGE  
13

