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Executive Summary 
 
 
Overall, the FIT system has been a modest success, improving Term 1 student 
retention by an average of 2.25% points per year.  In doing so, it has  
 

• increased student success,  
• strengthened the connection between students and faculty, 
• increased awareness and use of College supports among students, and 
• raised awareness of student success as a Strategic Initiative at the 

College. 
 
The FIT process has also provided an additional opportunity for Schools and 
Programs to share their “best practices” with one another, and collectively 
develop other initiatives aimed at promoting greater student retention.  The 
Enhanced Student Support Project is one such project. 
 
Looking forward, revisions to the FIT survey and the FIT process should make it 
possible to deliver a revised version of the FIT model to all full-time College 
students over the next several years.  This can happen if the FIT survey is made 
easier to administer.  If FIT is integrated with other initiatives aimed at 
improving student success at the College, its effectiveness will likely increase 
 
The College should continue to examine best practices at the School and program 
level and build upon what they have learned.  
 
 



 
Final Evaluation of the  
Freshman Integration Tracking (FIT) System 
 

1. Introduction 

Student Retention is a significant issue 
 
Student retention is a significant issue faced by Colleges and Universities from 
across Canada and the United States. Historically, Red River College loses 
approximately 35% to 45% of its diploma students to early withdrawal.  These 
withdrawals happen over the course of the program - most within the first year.  
In fact, nearly half of all withdrawals happen in the first four months.  
 
To illustrate, consider the following profile of student retention rates at Red River 
College for students beginning a diploma program in August/September 2004. 
 

Figure 1: Student Attrition - RRC Diploma Programs (2004) 

 
 
As illustrated in Figure 1, above. 
 

• A few students (about 1%) withdraw from their program within the first 
ten days; 

• Nearly 5% leave by the end of their first mid-terms (roughly 7 weeks in); 
• About 17% of students withdraw by the end of Term 1; 
• About a third of students (30%) withdraw by the end of Term 2; 
• After 32 months, total student attrition is 42%. 

Red River 
College 
loses 35% 
to 45% of 
diploma 
student to 
early 
withdrawal  
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In total, less than half of Red River College’s 2004 diploma students (42%) 
graduated on-time, while a further one in six (16%) were non-graduates in that 
year.  

The Freshman Integrated Tracking (FIT) System  
 
Student Success is a key initiative in the College’s Strategic Plan.  While there are 
many measures for success, one of the main ones for the College is improving the 
student retention rate.   
 
In September 2005, the College began piloting the Freshman Integrated 
Tracking System, or “FIT” as it is commonly known.  FIT is a student 
retention initiative developed by staff from Humber College, and adapted by Red 
River College to meet its needs.  After three years, the FIT pilot has involved over 
150 College faculty and almost 1,000 students.  
 
Red River College’s FIT system is comprised of three components:  
 

1. Assessment – students complete the FIT survey within the first 2 weeks 
of beginning classes. The survey enables students to identify supports that 
they would benefit from, as well as their attitudes toward school, their self-
confidence, and their level of commitment to their studies. The survey has 
about 140 questions, and can take up to 45 minutes to complete.   
 

2. Communication – feedback is provided to students and faculty based on 
the FIT survey. About two weeks after completing the survey, every 
student receives a Personal Learning Plan, listing all the College supports 
that match up with their self-identified needs.  

 
3. Faculty Academic Advising – a faculty adviser from the student’s 

program meets with them to discuss the FIT self-assessment and any other 
academic concerns that the student has.  Where appropriate, advisors will 
refer students to College supports for assistance.  To help them with the 
initial meeting, faculty advisors receive a FIT “report card” summarizing 
the Personal Learning Plan as well as other success indicators (e.g. self-
confidence, commitment) for each student whom they are responsible for 
advising. Academic Advising is a core element of the Beatty-Guenter 
retention strategy model that is supported by the College. 

 
Functioning alongside FIT are the College’s Support Services, which include: 
 

• The Learning Assistance Centre  
• Personal and Disability Counseling 
• Advising - Academic, Career and Employment, and Financial 

The main 
goal of FIT is 
to foster 
stronger 
connections 
and 
relationships 
between 
students and 
the College.   
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• The Aboriginal Student Support Service Centre 
• The Diversity and Immigrant Student Office 

 
To summarize, FIT is intended to help students by: 
 

1) Connecting students and faculty by starting a conversation between them; 
2) Encouraging students to use supports that they might need. 

 

Figure 2: The FIT Model 
 
 

As you can see in Figure 2, the FIT process is not fixed, but rather provides 
pathways of voluntary supports that are meant to improve student success.  All 
students who complete the FIT survey receive a Personal Learning Plan.  
Most of these students will also see a Faculty Adviser, though some may not.  
Some students successfully complete their programs without using any College 
Supports, while others depend upon these supports to get them through.  
 
This FIT strategy provides a set of processes for helping to build student self-
confidence, encourage learning, and help students develop social foundations 
that they can rely upon to cope with their personal and academic challenges.  

FIT Participants 
 
When the FIT pilot began in 2005, it included participation from nine diploma 
programs, all delivered at the Notre Dame campus. 
 

• Aboriginal Self-Government Administration 
• Business Administration 
• Child and Youth Care 
• Civil Engineering Technology  
• Early Childhood Education  
• Greenspace Management 
• Hospitality and Tourism Management 

FIT builds 
connection 
with Faculty 
and 
encourages 
students to 
use supports 
they might 
need. 
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• Mechanical Engineering Technology 
• Wood Products Manufacturing Technology 

 
In 2007, the FIT pilot expanded to include four new diploma programs and a 
certificate program. Students from the Business Administration program and the 
Business Administration Laptop program (both at the Princess Street Campus) 
were also added to the pilot. 
 

• Animal Health Technology 
• Business Administration Laptop 
• Business Administration (Princess Street) 
• Culinary Arts 
• Electronic/Electrical Engineering Technology 
• Medical Laboratory Sciences 
• Applied Counseling Certificate 

 
In addition to FIT, programs may have one or more retention strategies that run 
alongside it.  These strategies differ by program, and may include pro-active 
faculty advising, mentorship, orientation activities, and academic advising. In 
many cases, these strategies were in place before FIT, and they help reinforce 
what FIT attempts to accomplish.  
 
This report attempts to measure the effect of FIT, which is over and above these 
other efforts. 
 

Research Methodology 
 
Over the three years of the FIT pilot, a variety of research methods have been 
used to understand student retention and to assess FIT’s effectiveness. As noted 
in Table 1, different strategies have been used in different years. In part, this 
reflects changes within the Research and Planning department during this 
period.   
 
The COPSE Early Leaver Survey and Red River College’s Exit Survey are also 
included in this table. While these surveys are not explicitly part of FIT, they 
provide valuable information on student retention, and have been included in the 
methodology section for that reason. 
   

FIT is 
delivered 
alongside 
other 
program 
specific 
retention 
strategies. 
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Table 1: Summary of Methodology 

Methodologies Year 
2005 2006 2007 

1st FIT Survey  X X X 
2nd FIT Survey X   
Tracking faculty advising    X 
Tracking supports used    X 
Student Focus groups X  X 
Faculty Focus Groups X  X 
Faculty Survey  X  
Data mining and modeling   X 
FIT Survey Analysis   X 
Student Exit Survey   X 
COPSE Early Leaver Survey  X X 

 
The FIT survey is the only common research method used in all three years of the 
pilot.  
 

• Data mining and data modeling are the processes used for analyzing the 
survey, student outcomes, and program characteristics – all key items for 
measuring FIT’s effectiveness. 

• In 2007, Research and Planning formally tracked the use of supports and 
faculty academic advising, in order to gauge uptake.   

• Focus groups with faculty and students have helped identify issues related 
to FIT, and beyond it. 

• The Exit Survey and COPSE Early Leaver Survey provide additional 
information about the factors contributing to student attrition at Red 
River College.  

Research Questions 
 
The key research questions that this report will address are as follows: 
 

• To what extent does FIT improve student retention? 
• To what extent does FIT encourage students to seek support? 
• What are the strengths of the FIT model? 
• How can FIT be improved? 

The FIT survey 
has been the main 
constant 
throughout the 
pilot and forms 
the foundation for 
this research.   
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2. To what extent does FIT improve student 
retention? 

 
FIT has improved Term 1 student retention rates by an average of 2.25 
percentage points per year (See Table 2).  A 2.25% point gain in student retention 
suggests that an additional 23 students have made it through Term 1 over the 
three years of the pilot.   
 
From a simple benefit perspective, this means that FIT has helped save the 
College approximately $25,300 to $126,500 in tuition that it would otherwise 
have refunded to students due to early withdrawal from their programs1.  This is 
the projected benefit for all 3 years of the pilot. 
 
Based on these rates, if FIT were provided to all diploma students at the College, 
about 50 students would make it to the end of term 1 each year, resulting in an 
annual benefit of $55,000 to $275,000 from retained tuition. 

Calculating FIT effectiveness using a “Double Difference” model 
 
There are many ways to calculate program effectiveness, and the preferred 
method is often dependent on the quality of data and the ability to define a 
reasonable comparison group. 
 
This research has used a “double difference” model to measure FIT’s 
effectiveness.  It involves creating both a treatment (FIT) and comparison (Non-
FIT) group based on completion of the FIT survey. To ensure comparability 
between the groups, the following steps were taken: 
 

• Student who withdrew from their programs within the first ten 
days were excluded.  Since FIT is administered within the first two to 
three weeks, the treatment group is less likely to include the earliest of 
early leavers – as they would have left before the survey is administered. 

• Students who started their programs late were also excluded. 
These students tend to have higher attrition rates, likely due to starting 
behind and having to play “catch-up”. 

• Only students from programs beginning in late August or early 
September were included.  Programs beginning in January can have 
different retention rates, and may not be comparable to students from the 
fall intake. 

                                                 
1 This is based on an average tuition cost of $5,500. The low estimate assumes that all students withdraw 

after completing 21% to 40% of their program, and receive 55% of their tuition back (instead of 75%).  
The high estimate assumes that all students complete at least 60% of their program, after which there is 
no rebate.   

FIT has 
improved 
Term 1 student 
retention rates 
by an average 
of 2.25% 
points over the 
three years of 
the FIT pilot
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• Outcomes were measured as of the end of the first week in 
January. This ensures comparability between all three years of the pilot. 

 
Once the groups were established, a “double difference” method was used to 
measure FIT’s effectiveness.  This involves: 
  

• Calculating a “pre-pilot” baseline student retention rate for both 
the treatment and the comparison group.  The baseline is set at 2004, the 
year before the FIT pilot began.   

• Weighting the baseline to reflect FIT participation during the study 
period and ensure comparability.  

• Measuring the difference “within” each group by comparing the 
change in retention rates between the pilot and pre-pilot phases.  This is 
noted by “X” and “Y” in the table below. 

• Measuring the difference “between” each group.  This provides 
the incremental change in student retention relative to both the base 
period and the comparison group.  This is noted as “Z” in the table below. 

 
 

Table 2: The Double Difference Model 
 Treatment 

(FIT) 
Comparison 
(Non-FIT) 

Difference 2 
(X-Y=Z) 

Pre-Pilot A C 
 

Pilot B D 

Difference 1  
(B-A=X and D-C=Y) X Y Z 

 

Results 
 
Because FIT changed in 2007 to include more students and programs, the 
evaluation is broken into two parts – a comparison of outcomes for 2005 and 
2006, and a second comparison for 2007.  This is necessary as the weighting for 
the “Base” period changes with the addition of new programs.   
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Results for the 2005 FIT Pilot 
 
As you can see in Table 3, the retention rate for FIT students improved by an 
average of 2.1% points in 2005 and 2006, whereas the comparison group 
dropped very slightly (-0.3% points).  When you compare the improvement 
among FIT students and the slight drop in the retention rate for the comparison 
group, the net effect is a gain of 2.4% points.   
 

Table 3: Change in Student Retention - 2005 and 2006  
 FIT 2005/06 Comparison Net 
2004 (Base)  80.8% 84.4%

 2005 81.0% 84.2%
2006 84.8% 83.9%
Average (2005-06) 82.9% 84.1%
Difference (Avg.-Base) +2.1 -0.3 2.4% 

 

Results for the 2007 FIT Pilot 
 
To measure the effectiveness of the 2007 FIT pilot, the base measures were re-
weighted to reflect the addition of new FIT programs.   As you can see, the FIT 
base went down slightly and the base for the comparison group went up.  
 
Compared to the pre-FIT base year, students from FIT programs show nearly a 
4% point gain in retention, while students from non-FIT programs had a 1.8% 
point gain. The net difference is a 2.1% point improvement for FIT versus non-
FIT students.   
 

Table 4: Change in Student Retention - 2007  
 FIT - 2007 Comparison Net 
2004 (Base)  79.8% 85.2%  2007 83.6% 87.7%
Difference  +3.9 +1.8 2.1% 

 
When averaged together, FIT shows about a 2.25% point gain in Term 1 student 
retention over the comparison group2. 

                                                 
2 These finding differ from the Preliminary Evaluation of FIT (April 2007) which showed that 
FIT improved retention by about 9% over a 19 month period. The “matched sample” research 
design used in the Preliminary Evaluation was chosen as it helps deal with selection bias. 
However, a further review of the evaluation showed that much of the gain detected by the model 
was attributable to sample biases, such as the inclusion of those who: a) withdrew in the first ten 
days of classes; b) began their programs late; and c) began their programs in January 2006 
(second intake). These groups all have higher attrition rates, and none are part of FIT.  As noted 

FIT student 
retention 
rates 
improved by 
an average of 
2.1% points 
in 2005 and 
2006. 

Compared to 
the pre-FIT 
base year, 
students from 
FIT programs 
show nearly a 
4% gain in 
retention, in 
2007. 
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Retention by Program 
 
The FIT pilot also provides an opportunity to compare retention rates at the 
program level.  While some programs were large enough to have their own 
treatment and comparison groups, the other programs offered FIT to all students 
on a voluntary basis.   
 

• As you can see in Table 5, FIT students had slightly higher retention rates 
(83% retention) than Non-FIT students (81%), a difference of 2 percentage 
points.   

• Anecdotally, it’s been reported that in some programs that have both FIT 
and non-FIT sections, the Non-FIT sections have adopted the advisor 
practice, thereby potentially mitigating some of the FIT associated gains in 
retention. 

 
Averages for the FIT group include results from 2005 to 2007, whereas the Non-
FIT group includes results from 2004 to 2007.  An additional year of information 
is required for the Non-FIT comparison group, so that all programs have a 
baseline to compare their performance to.   
 
Table 5: Term 1 Retention Rates by program – FIT versus Non-FIT 

Program Name FIT 
(A) 

Non-FIT 
(B) 

Difference 
(A-B) 

Effect 
Size3 

Hospitality and Tourism Mgmt * 82% 75% 7% 0.41
Aboriginal Self-Government  78% 72% 6% 0.32
Child and Youth Care  92% 86% 6% 0.67
Culinary Arts  88% 82% 6% 0.47
Business Administration * 84% 79% 5% 0.36
Early Childhood Education * 85% 80% 5% 0.38
Greenspace Management  93% 88% 5% 0.62
Mechanical Engineering Tech  70% 65% 5% 0.25
Wood Products Mfg  91% 86% 5% 0.56
Electrical/Electronic Engineering 
Technology * 78% 76% 2% 0.12

Medical Laboratory Sciences  97% 95% 2% 0.72
Business Administration – Laptop  73% 73% 0% 0.00
Animal Health Technology  70% 74% -4% -0.20
Civil Engineering Technology * 85% 94% -9% -1.07
Average 83% 81% 2% 0.15
Note 1: Programs with * had both FIT and non-FIT groups.
Note 2:Civil Engineering Technology (CET) and Animal Health Technology (AHT) are “outliers” for this research.  
In 2007, CET had a relatively high term 1 attrition rate that is atypical of historical trends. AHT results in 2007 are 

                                                                                                                                                 
earlier in this report, the double difference model accounts for the sample biases, however it does 
not control for selection bias.   
3 The effect size is a standardized measure of the difference between the FIT group and the non-
FIT group. A positive sign indicates that the FIT retention rate is higher than the Non-FIT rate.   
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consistent with retention rates in 2004 and 2006, whereas 2005 had a higher than usual retention rate.
 

• As you can see in the above table, many of the programs had a 5 to 7 
percentage point increase in student retention when comparing the FIT 
and non-FIT performance.  This includes several larger programs such as 
Business Administration, Early Childhood Education, and Hospitality and 
Tourism Management. 

• A few programs, had results that were similar to the non-FIT group (+/- 2 
percentage points).   

• Civil Engineering Technology had lower outcomes for FIT students.  This 
is largely due to the 2007 FIT group, which had a higher than anticipated 
attrition rate.  This is likely an “outlier” as there were no significant 
changes in the supports provided to these students to merit such a large 
drop. 

• AHT results in 2007 are consistent with retention rates in 2004 and 2006.  
In 2005, the AHT had a much higher retention rate, bringing up the 
average base comparison rate. 

Differences Between Programs 
 
While the difference in FIT versus Non-FIT retention rates is important, equally 
interesting are the differences in retention rates between programs.  As you can 
see in Table 5 on the previous page, student retention rates range by nearly 30% 
points, from a low of 70% to a high of 97%.  These differences far exceed the 
difference between FIT and Non-FIT students, and it begs the questions – why 
are these differences so large?  
 

• Is it related to the program – the way the program is structured, the 
difficulty of the material, the quality of instruction, length of the program, 
and/or the supports the program provides to students?   

• Is it the students – do some programs attract “better” students, do 
programs attract different students?   

• Is it due to other factors? – is it due to recruitment strategies, the 
enrolment process, academic advising, other College staff that students 
meet? 

 
In all likelihood, there are many factors at work.  The variation between programs 
suggests that there are likely other effective retention strategies at work, and 
additional research is required to identify why success rates vary so considerably 
among programs. 

Selection Bias 
 
In the FIT model, students are not assigned to a FIT class by an explicit 
randomized procedure.  Instead, the survey is either given to all students in the 

Retention 
rates vary 
significantly 
between 
programs. 
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program, or where programs are large, to all students in a particular “section”. It 
is possible that subtle biases can occur in how FIT classes are perceived by staff 
and students.  For example, faculty assigned to FIT students may be more 
supportive of student retention than those who aren’t selected.   
 
Similarly, there may be a selection bias among students. While most students 
(95%) chose to do the survey, some do not complete it either voluntarily or 
because they were absent when the test was administered. This can also be a 
source of bias. 
 
Matching procedures, such as that used in the Preliminary Evaluation of FIT, 
are meant to create a “synthetic” group that “looks like” those who participated in 
FIT.  For example, statistical models used in this analysis were created using 
student characteristics – such as highest level of education, high school grades, 
age, location, and previous activity prior to college – to define a matched group. 
However, most of the models provided only a modest improvement over chance 
when predicting FIT participation (i.e. you’d do only slight worse assigning 
students to a group based on a coin toss). 
 
The current Double Difference model does not control for “selection bias”, that is, 
how students were selected to be included in the study.  To estimate the 
magnitude of the selection bias one can compare the effect sizes for programs 
with and without a comparison group to the pre-FIT base year (2004), and 
relative to each other. As noted in Table 6, the difference in effect size is 0.07, 
suggesting the institutional selection bias is small4. 
 
 

Table 6: Measure of Selection Bias 

Group Retention Rates Effect Size 2004 FIT 
No Comparison 77% 83% .20 
With Comparison  82% 83% .13 

Difference .07 
 
 

                                                 
4 There is also the possibility of a student selection bias. Since the survey is voluntary, some students opt 

out and/or are away when the survey is distributed.  
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3. To what extent does FIT encourage students to 
use supports? 

 
One of the goals of FIT is to direct students to supports based on the FIT self-
assessment survey and the Personalized Learning Plan.  Faculty academic 
advisors can also advise students to seek supports, or students can explore these 
supports on their own.   
 
The following is a description of services offered at the College. 
 

• The Learning Assistance Centre (LAC) 
o The LAC offers tutoring/ workshops in areas such as math, writing, 

memorization, test taking, time management, and study skills. 
• Personal and Disability Counseling  

o Counselors can help students manage the stress of balancing 
college, family, and/or work commitments; or dealing with issues 
related to anxiety (including test anxiety), depression, self-esteem, 
abuse, and family or relationship problems. Counselors also help 
students with disabilities access a range of educational support 
services. 

• Academic Advising 
o Academic advising can help students to understand college policies 

and procedures. They can also provide guidance on program 
transfers, course changes, grade and evaluation appeals, and other 
academic concerns. 

• Financial Services 
o The Student Service Centre provides information on applying for 

Student Aid and the disbursement of student loans. They also 
provide assistance in getting a short-term emergency loan or 
applying for financial assistance through an award, bursary, or 
scholarship. 

• Diversity and Immigrant Student Support office 
o The College offers immigrant and additional language students 

support services and programs to assist students to be successful in 
a Canadian college environment. Mentor programs, language and 
culture workshops, social programs and diversity workshops are 
available for students and staff. 

• Aboriginal Student Support Service Centre (ASSC) 
o The Aboriginal Student Support Service centre provides a range of 

supports for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students at the College. 
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• Career Counseling 
o  Employment Services helps students explore career choices 

available to students while on program, and after graduation. 
Counselors also help students find jobs and make contact with 
prospective employers. 

 
FIT appears to have had a positive effect promoting student supports, as 20% of 
FIT students used supports in 2007 compared to 13% of Non-FIT students.  
However, the majority of students (87% of Non-FIT and 80% of FIT) did not use 
any supports in Term 1. 
 

Figure 3: Use of Supports  
 
 

 
 
Most of the difference in support usage is attributable to use of the Learning 
Assistance Centre5.  Note, the Learning Assistance Centre provides some directed 
services to FIT students as part of the Enhanced Student Support Program 
(ESSP).  This accounts for some of the difference in usage rates, but not all.  
 
 

Table 6: Use of Supports by FIT and Non-FIT students (2007) 
 
Supports 

Usage 
FIT 

(n=435) 
Non-FIT 
(n=1187) 

 n % n % 
Learning Assistance Centre 70 17% 95 8% 
Personal and Disability Counseling 21 5% 61 5% 
Academic / Financial Advising 7 2% 8 <1% 
Diversity and Immigrant Support Centre 4 1% 8 <1% 

 
                                                 
5 The Aboriginal Student Support Services Centre tracks the number of students that use services, but it 

does not identify individuals by their Colleague ID. As a result, there is no way to compare FIT versus 
non-FIT usage. 

FIT appears 
to have a had 
positive effect 
promoting 
student 
supports 
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As you can see in Figure 4 below, FIT students who used supports tend to have 
higher retention rates, than FIT students who did not use supports. The opposite 
is true among Non-FIT students.  This does not necessarily mean that it is the use 
of supports that is “causing” higher retention, as there are no controls in place to 
know whether there are other differences among FIT and Non-FIT students using 
supports to account for this difference6. 
 

Figure 4: Retention Rates by Use of Supports by FIT participation (2007) 

Does the FIT survey promote support services when needs are identified?  
 
The FIT survey has several questions that are used to identify student “need”.  
When needs are identified, students are told in the Personal Learning Plan that 
they may benefit from supports in this area.  Based on the 2007 FIT data, 
students who identify needs related to the Learning Assistance Centre, Academic 
Advising, and the Diversity and Immigrant Student Support Centre are more 
likely to make use of those supports than those who don’t identify any needs.  The 
opposite is true for Counseling Services, suggesting that FIT may not be as good 
at flagging support for those in need of Counseling Services.   
 

Table 7: Use of Supports by FIT students according to need (2007) 
 Need for 

support 
Use of support 

 n % 
Learning Assistance Centre Need 300 20%

No Need 135 7%
Academic Advising Need 30 23%

No Need 405 0%
Financial Advising Need 238 2%

No Need 197 2%
Counseling Services Need 156 3%

No Need 279 6%
Diversity and Immigrant Support  Need 63 6%

No Need 372 0%

                                                 
6  
The effect size for the difference in FIT versus Non-FIT outcomes is .32, which is a medium effect. 
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As noted in Table 7: 
 

• Some 20% of students who reported a need to improve their math, writing, 
or study skills used services from the Learning Assistance Centre, 
compared to 7% who did not report a need. 

• Almost one in four students (23%) who reported needing Academic 
Advising used these services. 

•  Some 6% of students who were identified as being an Immigrant, Visa 
Student or New Canadian used the Diversity and Immigrant Support 
Centre. 

• Use of Counseling Services is greater among those do not identify a need 
(6%) than those who do (3%).  This suggests that the FIT survey may not 
be as effective at identifying these needs. 
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4. What are the strengths of the FIT model?  
 
Overall, the FIT system has been a modest success.  It has increased student 
success, connected more students to faculty advisors and College supports, and 
has helped raise awareness of student success within the College.  It is an 
important Strategic Initiative for promoting student success College-wide. 
 
To summarize, the FIT model has accomplished three main things: 
 

A. The FIT survey engages students.  FIT survey participation is 
approximately 95%, extremely high for survey research.  This suggests that 
in-class surveying is an effective process for engaging students. 
 

B. FIT has helped formalize the advising process.  Based on feedback 
from FIT program contacts, more than 95% of Faculty Academic Advisors 
met with their assigned students.  Given that FIT has reached almost 950 
students, it means that more than 900 students have personally met with 
faculty from their program to discuss ways to improve the student’s 
success. 

 
C. FIT raises awareness of student supports. About 20% of FIT 

students used supports compared to 13% of Non-FIT students.   
 

Figure 5: The FIT Model - Summary 
 
 

 

FIT is one of 
the first 
“systemic” 
attempts to 
understand 
student 
retention at 
the College.   
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5. A Broader Picture of Student Retention  
 
Research confirms what many know from experience - student retention is a 
complex issue – and a range of strategies are required to effectively address it.  
This is not surprising, as students have different skills and abilities, different 
personal barriers and challenges, and different experiences in the classroom.  
There is not one solution. 
 
In order to define effective solutions, it is important to first understand why 
students leave early.  The COPSE Early Leaver Survey is one source of this 
information, as it tracks reasons for attrition among Red River College and for 
students from other post-secondary institutions in the province.   
 
A recent report on this survey noted that students most commonly cite the 
“program was not for me” as a reason for early withdrawal.  While for some this 
may indicate that they chose the wrong program, many of these students report 
being overwhelmed and find themselves struggling to keep up before eventually 
leaving their program.  In others words, many students discover that College is 
more demanding than they expected it to be. 
 
Taking this analysis a step further, three composite variables were created by 
Research and Planning to better understand the major reasons for leaving early: 
 

• Overwhelmed – Some students report that their programs were too 
demanding and/or they had difficulty keeping with the academic 
demands. 

• Quality of Instruction – Some students were dissatisfied with the 
quality of teaching and/or dissatisfied with one or more instructors. 

• Personal barriers – Some students have issues related to health, family 
responsibilities, finances, and/or social pressures to leave early. 

 
As you can see in Figure 6 (next page), about half of all students who leave early 
are overwhelmed, of which most also have issues with the quality of instruction in 
their courses and/or personal barriers.  While some students only have one of the 
three issues outlined above, it is not un common for students to have more than 
one of these challenges, if not all three.   
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Figure 6: - Reasons for Early Attrition, COPSE Early Leaver Survey (2007) 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Building on the COPSE research, the Research and Planning department created 
a customized Red River College Exit Survey, in consultation with other 
departments at the College, including experienced faculty from Student Support 
Services.  A preliminary analysis of the Exit Survey shows that there are six 
factors that students cite as reasons for early withdrawal.  These include 
academic preparedness, quality of instruction and instructors, health reasons, 
family reasons, financial reasons, and social reasons7.  
 

1. Academic Preparedness – Lack of preparedness appears to be the 
main reasons for student attrition, as many students find themselves 
“overwhelmed” by college, and find it harder or different than they 
expected. 

2. Quality of Instruction/Instructors – Some students note problems 
in their classroom, either with an instructor and/or their method of 
instruction. 

3.  Health issues – Some students leave because of personal health issues, 
which can cause them to miss classes and fall behind.  

                                                 
7 These factors were identified in the College’s Exit Survey, created in October, 2007 by Research and 

Planning, in consultation with other College staff. A similar set of factors is also identifiable through the 
COPSE Early Leaver Survey. 

No Issues 

Poor Teaching 

Barriers 
24% 

6% 

2% 

5% 

4% 

Overwhelmed 

25% 
17% 

17% 
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4. Financial responsibilities –Some students work part-time to support 

themselves while in school, and find it too hard to work and study at the 
same time.  In some cases, students may choose to return to work if they 
are struggling in school or don’t see the value of finishing their education. 

5. Family responsibilities – Some students cite family responsibilities as 
a reason for early withdrawal, which can include raising children, looking 
after one’s parents, and/or dealing with personal relationship issues.   

6. Social Acceptance – Some students find it difficult to “fit in” and make 
friends, and a few report being homesick8.  

Given the nature and complexity of these issues, it isn’t surprising that FIT has 
been only modestly successful.  While the FIT system can help connect student 
with faculty and supports, it is geared to helping students via “supplementary 
supports” which can help get students over the “speed bumps”.  It is likely that 
some students require more than supplementary assistance to succeed.  Some 
will require support even before classes begin while others may require supports 
throughout their program. 
 
Integrating FIT with other classroom based strategies is one additional solution 
for improving student success.  As noted earlier in the report, student retention 
rates among FIT programs vary by nearly 30%.  While not enough research has 
been done to know why some programs are more successful than others, it 
appears that some programs use a variety of program-based/in-class approaches 
to deal with student retention, while others use very few.  Sharing and building 
upon these strategies would be a good first step. 
 
Similarly, the College also has several projects in place that are reviewing the role 
of diagnostic testing for identifying areas of weakness and for directly targeting 
supports.  One of these projects, the Enhanced Student Support Project is testing 
both FIT and standardized diagnostics tools (CAAT-C, CAAT-D, and the DRP) to 
see how effective they are at identifying students who are more likely to attrite.  

                                                 
8 The College actively recruits students from Nunavut and First Nation communities. Many other students 

are Visa Students, immigrants or New Canadians, and may lack social networks and friendships. 
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The Figure below gives a broader picture of how FIT could work alongside other 
success initiatives.  It includes preparatory and supplementary supports, program 
supports, and what occurs in the classroom (teaching, curriculum + program 
design).  In-class supports could also include providing time management and 
study skills to all students, and they may help students from becoming 
“overwhelmed”. 
 
 

Figure 7: The Educational Environment 
 

 
 
 
By extending the student retention model beyond FIT, there are opportunities to:  
 

• Reach more students.  Under the FIT system use of supports is 
voluntary, and many students who need supports do not use them.  
Integrating supports in the classroom and/or addressing these challenges 
within the class will ensure that more students are helped. 

• Employ more strategies. Programs are able to influence more aspects 
of a student’s experience, including the way programs are designed and 
taught.   

• Develop customized supports and assessment tools.  This changes 
the system from a “reactive” one, to a “proactive” one, as it provides an 
opportunity to develop supports that are specific to programs. 
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6. Recommendations 
 
The following are recommendations that can help improve FIT and increase 
student retention at the College.   
 

A. Changes to the FIT survey  
 

a. Make the survey shorter. The FIT survey takes about 45 
minutes to complete.  This makes it difficult to schedule, 
contributes to survey fatigue, and it can negatively affect the quality 
of responses and participation. Having a shorter survey may also 
improve the turn-around time.  

b. Improve issue identification. The survey could do a better job 
identifying health issues, family issues (e.g. child care), housing 
needs, needs of Aboriginal students, and need for cultural supports 
for Immigrants, Visa students and new Canadians (including 
language supports).  

c. Promote services more explicitly. The FIT survey can also 
serve as a communication tool, by specifically mentioning College 
supports by name, and gauging interest in those supports.  The 
current survey is generic, as it was created by Humber College. 
 

B. Changes to the FIT process 
 

a. Conduct the survey earlier.  The FIT survey is currently 
delivered 2-3 weeks into the programs, and it can be 4 to 5 weeks 
before students and faculty receive their reports. By this time, those 
who are most at-risk may already be struggling as mid-terms 
approach. An earlier delivery date will provide an earlier window 
for providing supports, and ensure that sufficient student support 
resources are available.  Ideally, this could occur when students first 
arrive on campus. 

b. Conduct Faculty Academic Advising earlier. If surveys are 
completed earlier, it may also be possible to arrange for the first 
faculty – student meeting at the beginning of the first week of 
classes, if not earlier.  

c. Improve communications / feedback to students.  The 
Personal Learning Plan can be improved to better promote College 
services. The current Access database will also need to be revised to 
handle survey and reporting changes. 

d. Improve Faculty report cards. The current report cards have 
inconsistencies that can easily lead to misinterpretation (e.g. scales 
which read oppositely, depending on the report).   
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e. Enhance Faculty Academic Advisor training. If the FIT 
system is expanded, training will need to be provided to all Faculty 
Academic Advisors.   

f. Review whether Faculty Academic Advising should count 
as a contact hour.  Some faculty questioned the College’s policy 
regarding contact hours, suggesting that faculty academic advising 
should be considered as a contact hour. 

 
C. Beyond FIT 

 
a. Use other objective skills assessment alongside of FIT. 

While self-assessment can be helpful, having other diagnostic test 
information may provide a more objective and accurate measure of 
program readiness.   The Enhanced Student Support Program pilot 
initiative is exploring how FIT and diagnostic tests work together to 
provide a better method for early identification and support. 

b. Focus on improvements in the Classroom.  As noted in the 
Exit Survey and the Early Leaver Survey, the classroom experience 
has a significant effect on student retention. Solutions provided in 
the classroom will help limit the need for additional supports, and 
maximize the benefits to students.  This could include providing 
information related to time management and study skills. 

c. Preparing students to succeed.  Some students are not 
academically prepared for their programs.  For these students, 
trying to upgrade once a program has begun is impossible, as many 
students are simply not able to handle the additional workload 
alongside their coursework.  Providing upgrading options and/or a 
preparatory stream may help better prepare some students prior to 
entry.  The College will have to consider whether upgrading should 
be compulsory or voluntary, given that some students may choose 
not to upgrade even when they show a demonstrated need. 
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Appendix A: Revising the FIT survey 
 
The current survey is used primarily to help students identify their needs and to 
help faculty understand the issues of students whom they are advising.   
 

• The survey is very long, taking 30 to 45 minutes to complete 
• Only one-tenth of the information is provided to students 
• Only a third of information is provided to faculty, which in turn is used to 

generate 14 indicators (i.e. the information is aggregated) 
• Some needs are not well identified by the existing survey - particularly 

language supports, cultural supports, and supports for Aboriginal 
students.   

 
While it is possible to continue with the existing FIT survey, a statistical review of 
the survey has identified a “short set” of questions that could potentially replace 
the current survey.  Having a shorter survey would make it easier to administer. 
 
It is proposed that this revised survey be tested alongside the older version of FIT 
to gauge its effectiveness.   
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Table 8: The Revised FIT survey 

Topic Question 
FIT 
reference 

Background Highest level of education  FIT 
Number of dependents FIT 
How many hours do you expect to work for pay 
while studying 

FIT 

How long has it been since you were last in high 
school? 

NEW 

Program choice To what extent would you benefit from help 
choosing/changing your course/program? 

FIT 

Academic self-
assessment 

To what extent would you benefit from help 
expressing ideas in writing? 

FIT 

To what extent would you benefit from help 
improving math skills? 

FIT 

How often do you expect to have to study to be 
successful in this program? 

FIT 

To what extent would you benefit from help 
managing your time effectively? 

NEW 

To what extent would you benefit from help 
improving study skills? 

FIT 

Career certainty To what extent would you benefit from help 
choosing a career? 

FIT 

Educational 
commitment 

How important is it for you to complete your 
program and obtain a diploma/certificate? 

FIT 

Self-confidence How certain are you that you will get a 
diploma/certificate? 

FIT 

Direct referral to 
supports 

Would you like more information about the 
Aboriginal Student Support Centre? 

NEW 

Would you like more information about the 
Diversity and Immigrant Student Support 
Centre? 

NEW 

Would you like more information about 
Financial Aid and Scholarships? 

NEW 

Would you like more information about 
Academic Advising? 

NEW 

Would you like more information about supports 
for those with health issues? 

NEW 

Would you like more information about supports 
for those with a learning disability or who suffer 
from test taking anxiety? 

NEW 
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Appendix B: FIT Retention Rates by Program, Year 
 
Table 9: Term 1 Retention Rates – Programs with a Comparison Group  

Program Name Group 2004 2005 2006 2007 
FIT 

Average 
 

Business 
Administration 

FIT 
79% 89% 81% 84% 84%

No FIT 80% 79% 78% 79%
Difference  - 9.0% 2.7 6.1 5.3

Civil Engineering 
Technology 

FIT 
94% 96% 88% 71% 92%

No FIT 95% 95% 94% 95%
Difference  1.7 -7.3 -23.4 -2.7

Early Childhood 
Education 

FIT 
90% 90% 90% 76% 85%

No FIT 74% 82% 68% 80%
Difference  - 16.3% 7.3% 8.2 5.4

Hospitality and 
Tourism Mgmt. 

FIT 
73% 

73% 90% 83% 82%
No FIT 82% 81% * 77%

Difference  -8.4 8.9 * 4.5
Electrical/Electronic 
Engineering 
Technology 

FIT 
76% 

- - 78% 78%
No FIT 84% 69% 73% 73%

Difference  5% 5%
 
Table 10: Term 1 Retention Rates - Programs with no Comparison Group 

Program Name 
Base FIT FIT 

Average 
 2004 2005 2006 2007 

2005 Pilot 

Aboriginal Self-Government 74% 69% 80% 100%* 82%
Child and Youth Care 93% 92% 93% 92% 92%
Greenspace Management 90% 86% 100% 93% 93%
Mechanical Eng. Tech. 64% 56% 73% 88% 73%
Wood Products Mfg. 100% 100% 75% 100% 91%
2007 Pilot 
Animal Health Technology 68% 86% 69% 70% 70%
Bus. Admin. – Laptop 75% 72% 71% 73% 73%
Culinary Arts 78% 85% 83% 88% 88%
Medical Laboratory Sciences 89% 94% 100% 97% 97%
 
Note: Only five students from the Aboriginal Self-Government Administration program 
completed the FIT survey in 2006 and 2007, compared to 13 in 2005. 
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Appendix C: Program Entrance Requirements 
 
 

Program Name  Educ. 
Req’d 

# 
Gr. 12 
Subj 
Req’d 

Info 
session 

Work 
Exp. 

Supp. 
Info 

Assess at 
time of 
appl. 

Inter‐
view 

Base 
ret. rate 

# of 
req’s 

Prog. 
renewal 

Face 
Valid. DACUM 

Mechanical 
Engineering 
Tech 

MB 
Gr. 12 

2  None  No  No  No  No 

65 2   
2006-

07   
Aboriginal Self‐
Government 

MB 
Gr. 12 

0  None  Yes  Yes  Yes  Yes 
72 4       

Business 
Administration 
– Laptop 

MB 
Gr. 12 

0  Rec’d  No  No  No  No 

73 0       
Animal Health 
Technology 

MB 
Gr. 12 

2  Mandatory  Yes  No  No  No 
74 4   

2006-
07   

Hospitality and 
Tourism Mgmt 

MB 
Gr. 12 

0  Mandatory  No  Yes  No  Yes 
75 3 2004-05   Yes 

Electrical/Elect
ronic 
Engineering 
Technology 

MB 
Gr. 12 

0  None  No  No  No  No 

76 0       
Business 
Administration 

MB 
Gr. 12 

0  Rec’d  No  No  No  No 
79 0 2001-02   Yes 

Early 
Childhood 
Education 

MB 
Gr. 12 

0  Mandatory  Yes  Yes  Yes  Yes 

80 5 1999 
2006-

07   
Culinary Arts  MB 

Gr. 12 
0  Mandatory  No  No  No  Yes 

82 2 2003-04   Yes 
Child and 
Youth Care 

MB 
Gr. 12 

0  Mandatory  Yes  Yes  No  Yes 
86 5 2002-03   Yes 

Wood Products 
Mfg 

MB 
Gr. 12 

0  None  No  No  No  No 
86 0   

2004-
05   

Greenspace 
Management 

MB 
Gr. 12 

3  None  No  No  No  No 
88 3 2006-07   Yes 

Civil 
Engineering 
Technology 

MB 
Gr. 12 

2  None  No  No  No  No 

94 2       
Medical 
Laboratory 
Sciences 

24 
credits 
p.s 

0  Mandatory  No  No  No  No 

95 2   
2006-

07   

 


