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1. Introduction
The holistic development of students, rather than only their academic or intellectual development, is a core function of higher education. Student success depends on a variety of variables including personal as well as institutional characteristics. Student support services have a crucial role to fulfill in this regard. Such holistic student development is of particular relevance at this time in South African higher education with its ongoing struggle in addressing the lack of readiness for higher education amongst its annual intake of new students. In addition to recognizing the importance of holism in approaches to student development, SCCDC has become increasingly aware of the need to provide focused interventions, mechanisms, and strategies to assist in the retention and success rates of NMMU students. One of SCCDC’s main priorities subsequently is ‘to provide a research-based framework for programmes and services’ (SCCDC Business Plan, 2006). The choice of the latter-mentioned strategic priority was informed by the need to (i) develop an understanding of campus-specific student profiles so as to ensure the implementation of focused interventions, (ii) facilitate action research activities on an ad hoc basis, as well as to (iii) facilitate quality assurance processes. 

The result has been an investment of time, money and manpower in growing the requisite infrastructure (databases; relationships with IT consultants; faculty-linked counsellors and partnerships with NMMU stakeholders such as Faculties, Financial Aid, and so on) over the past 3 years. A significant growth activity in this regard has been the creation of Ukubamba, a database and tracking system for counselling statistics in Higher Education. Ukubamba was designed by SCCDC in collaboration with external software developers to be centrally stored on the NMMU server and linked to the NMMU ITS database to facilitate: 

· the expansion of SCCCDC data collection activities across campuses 

· the independent tracking of overall throughput and attrition rates of SCCDC clients. 
It is envisioned that the development of Ukubamba in conjunction with other SCCDC outputs will enable the required profiling, tracking, monitoring, and development initiatives within SCCDC itself.

2. Assessment and student development

Data collection and profiling necessitate thoughtful choice and decision-making regarding the type of assessment to be conducted as well as the specific outcomes required. It is consequently important to recognize that the assessment of aspects of student development can be undertaken for different purposes:  

(2a) Internal uses of student assessment data include the planning of student development interventions on a community or group level, as well as the planning of counselling interventions for individual clients. 

Examples of communities in this context are: students at a particular higher education institution or on a particular campus, first-year students, and residence students.  Examples of groups are: students within a faculty or academic department, high-risk students identified within a faculty, and specific sub-populations, e.g., international students or HIV positive students.

Internationally, many higher education institutions gather data for different segments of their student populations on an ongoing basis, with the view to the development of group or community-based interventions.  An Internet search showed examples of such institutions to be:  

· James Madison University (Harrisonburg, Virginia) – first-years and senior students;

· Ohio State University (Columbus, Ohio) – all first-year students;

· Mary Baldwin College (Staunton, Virginia) – all first-year students. 

· Student data, when available in relation to groups or communities, can be utilized for the planning of student development interventions.  

(2b) Examples exist of the use of large-scale student data for purposes other than needs assessment and intervention planning.  In the USA, for example, where many higher education institutions offer health and wellness coursework as a compulsory first-year module, student data can assist with decision-making regarding the need for – and the effectiveness of – such a course.  

(2c) Examples of the utilization of student data for informing external stakeholders include the marketing of the institution to parents and prospective students, writing funding proposals, and compiling submissions for government and existing sponsors.  

(2d) In addition to using descriptive student data to plan appropriate interventions, inferential analyses regarding the predictive value of such data for academic outcomes can be useful.  In the current South African higher education climate, where the majority of students come from educationally disadvantaged backgrounds and can therefore be regarded as being academically at risk, research into predictors of academic outcomes becomes increasingly relevant.  Internal institutional stakeholders may be interested in the relationship between various cognitive and/or non-cognitive factors and indicators of academic success.  Large-scale needs assessment data can be used as part of such an investigation.  Findings regarding a positive relationship between student profiles and throughput can be used to justify or motivate the existence or implementation of services or specific interventions.    

The dissemination of student community or group data could take the form of presentations to relevant stakeholders, such as university management, residence management, faculty management, departmental lecturing staff, or staff involved in student development and support.  Examples of support services are student counselling, campus health service, academic development, etc.  Feedback to stakeholders could also take the form of institutional internal reports or journal articles.   

Assessment data does however not appear as though by magic, out of thin air OR through the use of casually constructed instruments. Professional staff in higher education institutions that are tasked with the mission of providing holistic student support in order to maximize learning potential need valid and reliable tools to help assert the efficacy of their contributions to student throughput statistics. The SCCDC consequently prioritised the development of two counselling assessment tools for student development purposes. These are discussed below. 

3. The Learning Enhancement Checklist (LEC) and the Wellness Questionnaire for Higher Education (WQHE) 

The LEC and WQHE were developed by the SCCDC as early warning intervention strategies through which faculties can support their at–risk students and thereby increase retention and throughput. They are available on request from self-referred students and organisational units like departments, faculties and student service departments. 

The NMMU is currently encouraging all first-year students to be assessed by the SCCDC in order to obtain a personalised Roadmap to enhance the development of their full potential.  Both the LEC as well as the WQHE are offered as part of this project.  The Roadmap includes out-of-classroom offerings by various institutional stakeholders involved in student development initiatives, as well as relevant student support services.  The out-of-classroom development opportunities – called the Keys to Success programme – are mostly offered in workshop format, and include various topics related to the following broad areas: academic skills; career development and employability; personal wellness; and leadership development.  Students are encouraged to compile a personal portfolio of their development throughout their university career. 

3.1 The Learning Enhancement Checklist 

Identifying barriers to academic success through the use of a computerised diagnostic assessment instrument has proved to be a highly promising strategy to assist with retention and throughput rates. The LEC enables the student to screen him/herself independently in order to identify hindrances to academic growth. Its use can facilitate various specific outcomes outside of counselling purposes, such as: providing lecturers with additional insight into a particular group of students; providing a holistic needs assessment profile of a particular group upon request; providing a profile regarding financial needs that can be shared with support services e.g. Financial Aid; informing policy formulation, for example regarding language issues; and so forth. It can also be used in a more proactive and developmental sense in order to support students by identifying potential hindrances to their academic success before academic problems occur. The following organisational units have active partnerships with SCCDC in the use of the LEC: EBEIT, Financial Aid Office.

3.1.1 EBEIT (2007 – ongoing)

The EBEIT faculty is currently the most active faculty in that it pioneered the use of the LEC with high-risk students who had reached exclusion status as from early 2007. SCCDC interventions included:

· Group or individual assessment sessions

· Individual and group feedback

· Individual sessions for finalizing a personalized management plan

· Appropriate counselling interventions 

· Monitoring of adherence to the management plan 

· Establishment of a database for tracking and feedback purposes

· Creation of faculty referral forms to ensure clear communication

· Individualised feedback letters to the faculty for each student assisted

· The provision of profile reports to the Faculty Management Committee and the Dean with a view to further decision-making.

3.1.2 Financial Aid (2008 – ongoing)

· A partnership between SCCDC and Financial Aid was formalized in 2007 to support and track the academic success of NSFAS students who participate in the 2008 SCCDC study coaching programme through the use of the LEC. 
· Furthermore, Financial Aid’s recommitment to students often depends on their academic performance.  A proactive and protective mechanism will be built into their financial support as from 2008 through the referral of high-risk students, identified by Financial Aid, to the respective Student Counselling Centres on their campuses.  It is envisioned that this strategy will have significant economic benefits to the funders, the institution and the economy.

· SCCDC staff consequently undertook to:

· Administer group LEC assessments of the referred students 

· Provide an individualized management plan for each student. 

· Provide a group profile of students assessed with a view to further support of the Financial Aid office in terms of identifying further strategies to assist their students.

· Provide a feedback report generated by SC’s database to track student progress and the benefits of SC’s involvement.

3.2 The Wellness Questionnaire for Higher Education

The WQHE was developed by the SCCDC for the assessment of wellness among higher education student populations.  It can be used as a diagnostic tool and also as an instrument in the provision of quality-assured student development opportunities. The WQHE provides an opportunity to describe group and / or individuals’ wellness profiles and to follow this up with tailored services and programmes to facilitate individual or group development. Such development may be completely self-managed and applies to all students, whether or not they are already well-developed. Past and current projects involving the inclusion of a wellness assessment (via the WQHE) on both the community and group levels have included:

3.2.1 Life coaching for SRC members (2008 – ongoing)

The WQHE has also been used as part of a life coaching intervention for student leaders resulting in the identification of areas for further holistic development.  The first individual coaching session was preceded by an assessment consisting of three measures: (a) the Topics for Personal Growth Checklist; (b) a self-assessment exercise to identify strengths; and (c) the Wellness Questionnaire for Higher Education (WQHE).  

The results from the assessment were discussed between the coach and coachee during the first two individual sessions.  The results acted as tools to determine each coachee’s personal coaching agenda (goals for coaching). An example of an agenda could include time management, assertiveness, wellness lifestyle change goals, balancing academics and leadership roles, etc. The agenda served to guide the coaching sessions until the coachee was satisfied with the change or developed competence in using the skills learnt during coaching. The coach remained cognizant of the coachee’s agenda at all times.

The coaching contractual agreement was also discussed in the first two sessions and was valid from the beginning of March to the end of May, when the first semester lectures ended. This coaching contractual agreement covered the following aspects: confidentiality, what coaching is not, referrals if the need for counselling should arise, coaches’ main responsibilities, number of sessions per month, and a declaration and acceptance of conditions. 

3.2.2 The former UPE (1997 – 2004)

At the former UPE first-year psychometric data were collected annually in relation to a variety of constructs and student behaviours, including student wellness, since 1997.  When the university became involved in a merger in 2005 to form the NMMU, community-based data collection efforts shifted to the newly incorporated campus where the demographics of the student population differed most from that of the ‘old’ institution.  Such student data were initially used – in conjunction with data from other sources – to inform the planning of counselling and health-related interventions suitable to the developmental needs of that particular campus population.

3.2.3 Department of Nursing Science (2004 – 2007)

Psychometric testing – including wellness assessment – for students of all year levels within the NMMU academic department of Nursing Science is an example of the utilization of the WQHE on a group level.  The Department of Nursing Science project is a cross-sectional and longitudinal study where psychometric assessment was undertaken annually in order to determine the development needs of students in the department from a holistic perspective. The information was presented annually to lecturing staff, and teaching methods as well as the development of support interventions were informed by the data.  

3.2.4 Faculty of Education

Mrs Nokhanyo Mayaba, the support services coordinator from the Faculty of Education approached the Student Counselling, Career and Development Centre (SCCDC) in January 2008 about their resources, especially the WQHE, and how this could be applied to be of assistance to the first year students within the faculty.  As discussed with Professor Bean at a meeting on 14 March, many Education students held bursaries from the Department of Education. However, these students were not always academic achievers and failed to meet the ongoing requirements of the bursary.  This meant that the bursary was converted into a loan – a financial burden most of these students can not afford.  The Faculty of Education consequently prioritises the implementation of various strategies to support their students and to ensure optimal academic performance especially within modules presented by other faculties and departments within the university.  Mrs Mayaba commented that although there are many support services available, it was unclear as to why the students perform poorly and/or discontinue their studies at the NMMU.

Four assessment sessions were conducted on the 19th, 21st and 28th of February 2008.  These sessions were 75 minutes each and were slotted into the students’ free periods.  The assessment battery consisted of the Topics for Personal Growth and the WQHE, and was administered by a counsellor from SCCDC.  A total of 147 students were assessed.  The results of these assessments were presented and briefly discussed at a meeting on 14 March 2008 between Ms Leché Kapp (SCCDC faculty-linked counsellor for Education), Ms Mayaba (Support Coordinator from the Faculty of Education), Prof Bean and the Heads of Departments from the Faculty of Education.  The rationale for this meeting was to foster a working relationship between SCCDC and the Faculty of Education and to keep the faculty up to date with the current interventions with regard to the first year Education students.  

It was decided at the meeting that feedback would be given to all first year students and that the HODs’ would provide lecture time in order to facilitate maximum attendance of the feedback workshop.  The feedback workshop was educational in nature and provided students who have completed the WQHE with their individual scores.  The outcomes of the workshop were to: promote the independent development of students; encourage students to strive towards reaching their full potential; facilitate self-growth in all areas of life (i.e. holistic); enable the identification of strengths; enable the identification of obstacles to reaching full potential; assist with decision-making regarding suitable courses of action to increase their individual wellness;  and serve as a tool for recording and monitoring progress towards reaching their wellness goals.

A total of seven feedback workshops of 75 minutes each were run by counsellors from SCCDC.

3.2.5 Proposed use with Peer Helpers (2009 – 2010)

It is envisaged that the LEC and WQHE could be used to obtain a profile of all the new (2009-2010) applicants for the peer help programme.  The generated profile will:

· Assist with the evaluation of applicants suitability for entry into the Peer Help Training Programme

· Act as needs assessment data in terms of facilitating decisions regarding further training opportunities and / or development by the Peer Help Programme team 

· Enable the monitoring of peer helpers’ progress

· Decrease the peer helper drop-out rate (because of non-academic and academic reasons) and

· Develop first hand (experiential) knowledge and insights regarding the usefulness of these instruments so that they can encourage their peers (other students) to make use of it.

4. Conclusions and Recommendations

The increasingly cumulative acquisition of LEC and WQHE data further adds to the SCCDC knowledge base regarding different student groups. This knowledge base can be shared with other institutional stakeholders in the development, implementation, and impact evaluation of student development or academic initiatives. 

It is recommended that:

1. The mechanisms referred to in this paper are promoted for use both developmentally as well as remedially.

2. A faculty-based approach to student development initiatives be utilized 

3. An institutional tracking system be developed OR imported and adapted. 

4. Staff positions are created to facilitate recommendation 3 above, and filled by professionals with the requisite expertise. 

5. Thought be given to the merits of centralization versus decentralisation of early identification / tracking systems. Decentralisation would result in the creation of faculty-specific tools. 

6. Faculty-funded support posts / positions are created to actively plan, implement and monitor student support initiatives within the relevant faculty in collaboration with the SCCDC (refer the NMMU Faculty of Education as an example). 

7. Assessments and interventions are built into the academic timetable.
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