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Abstract This paper deals with issues surrounding student attrition in 

engineering education. Looking beyond the traditional markers associated with 

student attainment, and adopting an action research approach, the 

“Engineering Futures Project” aimed to tackle an attrition rate in a faculty of 

engineering that was twice the university average. An algorithm was 

developed and students ‘at risk’ of not progressing identified. Such students 

were then contacted individually and offered intensive support and guidance 

from a member of the project team.   

Working with academics on a one-to-one basis, students were encouraged to 
reflect on why they felt they were at risk of not progressing on to the next 
level of their course. One of the surprising outcomes was that the majority of 
students indicated they had experienced considerable difficulties with their 
mental health in the previous 12 months. This, together with a number of 
other individual issues, impacted their studies. Taking account of the students’ 
perspectives, the project team developed and put in place two distinctive 
support pathways; one focusing on ‘wellbeing’, the other on ‘academic 
support’. Each individual student was given time and assistance to develop 
their own pathways. Although resource intensive, the Engineering Futures 
Project was a marked success, drastically reducing attrition and making a 

notable difference at both the individual and faculty level.   

Key words Attrition; engineering education; pathways to success; student 

mental health                              

Introduction – Attrition in engineering education 

Termed the ‘Engineering Futures Project’, this paper discusses a 

proactive intervention that builds on previous research and practice to 

explore an issue which presents something of an ongoing conundrum in 

higher education: “How can we support individual students who find 

themselves struggling to pass, when funding is short, resources are 
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over-stretched and the economic future of Higher Education uncertain?” 

(Bernold et al., 2007; Sanders, et al., 2016; Universities UK, 2016; 

House of Commons, 2017). The project was set within a university 

where, at the time of the study, 72.4% of the students were from 

Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) backgrounds and the 

percentage of students from Quartile 1 of the Index of Multiple 

Deprivation was 10% above the national average. This meant that the 

focus of the work was the challenge of how to support students from 

diverse socio-economic and ethnic groups to succeed in a discipline 

that is notoriously ‘hard’ to study.  

Identified as problematic long before the ‘massification’ of higher 

education, attrition represents a longstanding and universal matter of 

concern (for a view of earlier discussions in this area see, for example, 

Greenway, 1971; Bean, 1980). Attempts to compare attrition rates 

across different regions and countries is difficult due to a lack of 

comparative data. However, a report published by the EU in 2015 

suggested that across Europe attrition rates varied from 8.6% in the 

UK to 48% in the Czech Republic (EU, 2015). The same document 

reported that in Australia the attrition rate was 13% whilst in the USA 

it was identified as being much higher at 51% (EU, 2015). It should be 

noted, however, that these figures need to be treated with caution as 

each country uses different indicators to measure attrition and there is 

no universally accepted definition of student success.  

Whilst the UK attrition rate may appear relatively unproblematic in 

comparison to elsewhere, there has recently been a call from 

government for universities to pay closer attention to addressing this 

issue, particularly in disadvantaged and low participation groups 

(Hinds, 2019). Given the potentially negative impact that not 

graduating with the intended qualification may have on an individual’s 

subsequent life chances (Urwin et al., 2010; O’Keeffe, 2013; Beer and 

Lawson, 2017), there can be no question that this is an area where 

action is needed. Yet, in engineering education, where students are 

twice as likely not to complete their studies than those in other areas 

(Engineering UK, 2018), there is little or no consensus as to why more 

students ‘fail’ engineering-related modules or what the underlying 

causes of attrition are (King, 1967; Felder et al., 1993; Seymour and 

Hewitt, 1994; Bernold et al., 2007). What is known is that there exists 

a ‘skills’ gap in engineering in that there are too few suitably qualified 

graduates to fill vacancies in the ‘high-tec’ and engineering sectors 

(Engineering UK, 2018).   
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Taking a societal view, the potential damage to the UK economy that 

current and future shortages of qualified engineers may have on our 

way of life is difficult to quantify (Becker, 2010; Clark and Andrews, 

2010). Some reports suggest that unless more resources are directed 

towards recruiting, retaining and supporting student engineers, the 

current skills gap could increase to the extent the future sustainability 

of the UK’s physical and digital infrastructure becomes threatened 

(Finegold, 2016; Engineering UK, 2018). This alone makes the need to 

deal with attrition in engineering education a matter of urgency, a fact 

that the project team in this case were only too well aware of.   

Background: Student success, attrition and 
engineering capital  

At a time when the UK remains divided by socio-economic markers – 

including social class, educational status and poverty to name but a few 

– perhaps the ultimate symbol of student success is social mobility 

(Bertaux and Thompson, 2017). Yet, although the role of university 

education in promoting social mobility for students from widening 

participation backgrounds is generally acknowledged (Fowles-Sweet 

and Barker, 2018), the question of exactly what determines success 

within an engineering education setting remains somewhat opaque. 

The complex nature of the engineering curriculum means that intended 

learning outcomes may measure a range of practical ‘hands-on’ skills 

and competencies at the same time as assessing underpinning 

theoretical knowledge and the application of critical thinking. This 

means it’s possible for a student to be a good practical engineer whilst 

not having a particularly solid grasp of any underpinning scientific 

theories (Crawley et al., 2007; Crawley et al., 2011; Schuman et al., 

2011). In considering such misalignment of practical engineering 

abilities and theoretical understanding, some literature points to 

longstanding inequities in secondary school science and maths 

education.  

One such longitudinal study conducted in London over a five-year 

period (the ASPIRES Project) focused on school children’s dispositions 

towards a career in STEM and found gender and identity influenced 

how young people engage with maths and science in early adolescence 

(DeWitt and Archer, 2015). Other research suggests there is a direct 

link between undergraduate student attrition in engineering and how 

science and maths are taught at secondary school, meaning that new 

engineering undergraduates students arrive at university unprepared 
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and ill-equipped in terms of prerequisite knowledge in these areas 

(Mann, 2001; Tytler and Symington, 2006; Kuh, 2009; Hulme and 

Wilde, 2015; Wells, 2015; Banajee, 2016).  

In accepting that such a lack of preparedness is an important 

determinant of student success in university level engineering 

education, Andrews and Clark (2017) argue that even more relevant is 

the fact that most new engineering students arrive at university lacking 

engineering capital, in that they have little or no idea about what 

engineers do or what engineering is. One of the consequences of this is 

that new engineering students not only have to navigate their way 

through the usual challenges of transition with regards to adapting to 

the environment, culture and language of higher education (Gale and 

Parker, 2014), they also have to familiarise themselves with a range of 

unfamiliar engineering terminologies, language and equipment 

(Andrews et al., 2019).   

Whilst a lack of engineering capital can influence transition into 

university, this was not an issue for a quarter of the sample who had 

gained a place at university having successfully completed either a 

BTEC in engineering or applied science, or who had graduated from the 

university’s own engineering foundation year programme. For this 

group, the issue was not so much a lack of familiarity with the nuances 

of engineering but was instead indicative of a more applied 

epistemological understanding of maths and science. Although 

vocational ‘hands-on’ programmes do have many advantages, including 

the provision of practical engineering experience, a report by the 

Engineering Professors Council suggests that vocationally trained 

students are more likely to struggle with the academic nature of 

undergraduate engineering education than traditional G.C.E. ‘A’ level 

students (Bullough and Taktak, 2015). One of the reasons for this is 

that, up until recently, much of the engineering undergraduate 

curriculum was heavily theoretically biased and taught using traditional 

lecture-based pedagogies  (Buabeng, et al., 2015; Yusof et al., 2015; 

Tularam and Machisella, 2018); an approach that didn’t suit learning 

needs of students with a more practical background (Bullough and 

Taktak, 2015).   

Moving away from engineering education and looking at previous 

studies into student attrition more widely, a number of socio-

demographic, economic and pedagogic factors have been identified as 

impacting the student experience (for wider reading in this area see 

Thomas, 2002; Yorke and Longden 2004; Tinto, 2006. Crosling et al, 
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2009; Andrews et al., 2012; Clark, 2013 et al.; HESA, 2018). All of 

these factors undoubtedly influenced the engineering students’ included 

within the project, many of whom were working part-time, had caring 

responsibilities and/or were living in areas of high social deprivation.      

At the time of the study students were taught using both traditional 

and active learning approaches (dependent upon subject and discipline 

studied). Across the Faculty of Engineering the attrition rate was 12%, 

more than double the institutional average. Tasked with ‘doing 

something’ about this, the Engineering Futures Project was born.   

The Engineering Futures Project 

    Motivated by a desire to make a difference at the individual student 

level, the project team – comprising two senior academics and a third 

colleague – adopted a proactive and forward-thinking approach that, 

whilst not a research project, followed the principles of action research.  

Starting with the practical problem of how to address attrition in the 

Faculty of Engineering the sampling field comprised 1368 students. 

This included all of the students enrolled on engineering, applied 

science and allied programmes at undergraduate level.  

    The first task was to use data analytics to identify the main reason 

given for premature termination of studies recorded on the student 

records system. This analysis revealed that not achieving a pass mark 

in two or more modules was the main reason given for attrition in the 

previous two academic years. Bearing this in mind the underlying aim 

of the Engineering Futures Project was:  

‘To directly tackle the issue of attrition and student failure in the 

Faculty of Engineering’. 

Six practical objectives were then articulated and worked through 

sequentially: To… 

1. undertake a brief literature review to better understand the 

underlying determinants of attrition.  

2. use data-analytics to develop an algorithm with which to 

identify students at risk.   

3. investigate students’ perceptions of any reasons why they may 

be struggling with their studies. 

4. identify modules with high levels of student failure.   
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5. work with individual ‘at risk’ students to identify bespoke ‘study 

pathways’ with the aim of engendering success.  

6. work with individual ‘at risk’ students to identify, and where 

necessary make, referrals to appropriate counselling, medical, 

financial or other support services both within the university 

and externally.  

Project approach: Identifying students “at risk” 
of attrition 

Mirroring the stages of ‘action research’, comprising observe, reflect, 

act, evaluate, modify, move in a new direction (McNiff and Whitehead, 

2006: 9), the project was carefully planned and enacted. Primarily a 
‘practice-based’ exercise aimed at improving the student experience, 

choosing to follow a research-based philosophy was not without issue. 

Acquiring ethical approval took time, which in itself added to the 

pressures indicative of working within a tight timescale. Additionally, 
the observation stage of the project involved analysing complicated 

student data; this was laborious, with data relating to some of the 

programmes proving difficult to access at times. Through this process it 
became apparent that for successful outcomes to be achieved, a sound 

data foundation needed to be in place; something that the university 

concerned had invested resources in. 

Ultimately aiming to develop a solution to the problem of attrition 
put a certain amount of pressure on the project team, particularly with 

regards to the usual bureaucratic barriers indicative of university 

processes and regulations. Furthermore, some colleagues were 

reluctant to consider attrition as being anything other than an 
indication of weakness in students (whereas it proved to be quite the 

opposite). However, working together and across the Faculty, the 

various barriers were overcome and the project proved a success. The 
final evaluation of the action research cycle saw the decision to embed 

the pathways into the wider faculty academic and wellbeing provision, 

adding a sustainable element to the whole project.  

Sampling: Who was ‘at risk’ of attrition?   

The sampling field comprised 1368 undergraduate engineering 

students who were enrolled on a range of different academic 

programmes located within five distinctive discipline groups.  

The first stage of the project was a data-trawling exercise to identify 

those students at risk of attrition. Taking account of the undergraduate 

regulations, which permitted undergraduate students to re-sit a module 
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twice, the following definition was used to identify the sample: 

“Students who are at risk of attrition are those who have failed one or 

more modules on at least two occasions”. An algorithm was developed 

and written into the student records system allowing data to be 

extracted. Ninety-six students matched this definition (meaning that 

7% of the sampling field were identified as being ‘at risk’ of attrition).   

The data trawling exercise revealed that ‘at risk’ students were 

present in all five of the Subject Groups. Figure 1 shows the 

distribution of the sample, depicting that the majority were located in 

the largest subject group: chemical engineering and chemistry.  

 

  

  

 

 

 

         

Figure 1: The sample distribution: Students ‘at risk’ by subject group 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   Figure 1A: Key to Fig 1 

Project Actions and Interventions 

With the intention of cross-checking internal reliability, the second 

stage of the project involved disaggregating the student data down to 

the individual level. This involved accessing each student record in turn 

and cross-checking the details. This process, whilst extremely time 

consuming, allowed the project team to confirm that those students 

identified as being ‘at risk’ of attrition were categorised correctly.  It 

also allowed for additional variables to be recorded including: gender; 

Key: All programmes are UG level: MEng: BEng: BSc 

(with Honours) 

CEC: Chemical Engineering and Chemistry 

CST: Computing Sciences and Technology 

EEE: Power, Electrical and Electronic Engineering  

EM: Engineering Management   

MTH PY: Maths and Physics  

ME: Mechanical Engineering and Engineering Design  

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

CEC CST EEE EM MTH PY ME

Year 1 Column1



Widening Participation and Lifelong Learning 

Volume 22, Number 3 November 2020 ISSN:  1466-6529 

15 
 

ethnicity; programme; modules where the student had not achieved a 

pass mark; exceptional circumstances (such as illness or family 

bereavement); physical or learning disabilities; personal tutor; and 

qualifications on admission. A number of cross-tabulations were 

undertaken and used to inform the development of the pathways. 

However, due to the confidential nature of the project, the decision was 

made not to include any such cross-tabulations in published 

documents.  

Having identified students at risk of attrition, the next stage was to 

make personal contact. Each individual student was emailed and 

invited to attend a one-to-one ‘informal support meeting’ with one of 

the project team. Team members were careful not to use the language 

of failure but students were encouraged to discuss why they believed 

they were not achieving their potential. For the purposes of consistency 

each student was asked three questions: How are you?; What do you 

believe happened last year with regards to your studies?; and What can 

we do to help you succeed? Rather than record the conversations 

digitally contemporaneous handwritten notes were made of students’ 

replies.  

During the support meetings several different reasons were given as 

to why students believed they were struggling with their studies. A 

thematic analysis of the data categorised these into five different 

student self-reported reasons for falling behind: mental health 

problems that had required a medical intervention; unreported or 

worsening disabilities or learning difficulties; problems related to living 

arrangements; a lack of individual effort or engagement; other issues. 

Figure 2 represents a collation of the data.   
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   Figure 2: Students' self-reported reasons for ‘falling behind’.  

Within a few weeks of the first round of the individual support 

meetings it became apparent that many of the students had 

experienced serious problems with their mental health (that most had 

not reported to the university). The conversations went on to reveal 

that the majority of these had sought medical help or counselling at the 

time, a factor which proved helpful when justifying retrospective 

academic support as part of the project.    

Having determined that a large proportion of the sample had 

experienced issues with their mental health, the project team sought to 

educate themselves about how this linked with attrition. This resulted 

in a raised awareness of the stigma attached to mental health across 

all areas of society (Gaebel et al., 2017; Fox et al., 2018; Mc Duff, 

2018), and within Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic communities in 

particular (Knifton et al.,  2010; Knifton,  2012). In an academic 

environment where the majority of students are from BAME 

backgrounds, the influence that tradition, ethnicity and culture had on 

each student’s decision not to seek university support was impossible 

to determine, although there seems little doubt that stigma was a 

major influence (Wynaden et al., 2014). 
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Mental health challenges such as those reported to the project team 

do not simply reflect the university concerned, but are indicative of a 

national issue (NUS, 2016; All Party Parliamentary Group, 2017; Mind, 

2019). Research indicates that the prevalence of mental health 

problems amongst the student body varies from 25% (NUS, 2016) up 

to 78% (APPG, 2017). Whereas studies by Hysenbagasi et al., (2005), 

Eisenberg et al., (2005) and Ibrahim et al., (2013) all found that 

depression is a major problem across the student population. 

Whilst ‘pastoral care’ was an important part of the project, none of 

the academic team members are mental health experts – although one 

is a trained counsellor. Students reporting acute mental health 

problems were immediately given access to the university counselling, 

and in three cases their parents or guardians were notified (with the 

student’s permission and as a matter of safeguarding). Whilst urgent 

matters, whether personal or academic, were dealt with as a priority, 

the project team was aware of the need to put in place sustainable 

interventions.  With the intention of focusing on student engineering 

abilities,  a capabilities approach was adopted (Richardson et al., 

2018). Although this did not reflect the original conceptualisation of the 

term proposed by Nussbaum (1999), which identified 10 key human 

capabilities essential to the functioning of everyday life, it did adopt an 

engineering education perspective. This resulted in a participant-led 

approach to education which focused on the “beings and doings” of 

engineering and took into account students’ epistemology and ontology 

(Walker, 2015:  420). This entailed encouraging individual students to 

identify those key engineering skills and competencies where they had 

already achieved a level of capability. From there each student was 

helped to identify a way in which they could access the right academic 

support needed to build the practical engineering skills, theory and 

knowledge required to pass their course. An important part of this 

approach was to develop individual resilience and confidence (Maclean 

and Walker, 2010) encouraging the students to reflect upon their 

current situation and consider in some depth what support they 

needed.    

Individual and academic support pathways  

As shown in Figure 2, the majority of students reported that non-

academic issues were a primary factor underpinning their 

circumstances.  Hence, the first task of the project team was to 

develop a ‘wellbeing support pathway’ in which three areas of the wider 
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student experience were addressed: social factors; economic problems; 

and cultural issues. Following the proactive ethos of the project, a 

member of the project team made contact with several internal and 

external agencies, which each possessed a level of expertise in one of 

the above three categories. Most of the agencies contacted agreed to 

be nominated as a ‘point of help’ for the students. Figure 3 provides a 

diagrammatic representation of the ‘wellbeing support pathway’: the 

connectivity between and across the students’ experiences and the 

agencies available to offer help and support. 

 

SOCIAL FACTORS ECONOMIC  

PROBLEMS 

 

CULTURAL ISSUES 

   

 

 

STUDENTS’ 

REPORTED 

EXPERIENCES  

 

Feelings of not 

belonging; 

loneliness; 

homesickness; 

bullying; problems 

with accommodation; 

shyness with regards 

to mixing with others 

from different 

cultures. 

 

 

 

 

STUDENTS’ 

REPORTED 
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Difficulties paying 

fees (overseas 

students); debt (not 

able to meet basic 

living costs); 

difficulties balancing 

work and study due 

to part-time work 

being over-

demanding 
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REPORTED 

EXPERIENCES 

 

Difficulties in 

adjusting to 

‘engineering culture’; 

English language 

problems (overseas 

students); difficulties 

settling in  (to city 

and life and the UK 

generally); lack of 

awareness of higher 

education' culture 
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mentoring 

Student Union 
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services 
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mentoring  
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student organisations 
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Union groups and 

activities   

 

University and faculty 

hardship funding  

 

University English 

language support and 

tutorials 

 

Chaplaincy (faith 

specific) 

 

 

Parental involvement 

(with student 

consent) 

 

Student volunteering  

 

University ‘Job Shop’ 

 

 

 

National Student Loan 

Company 

 

 

On-campus banking  

 

Ethnicity / Religious 

based peer groups 

 

 

City based cross-

cultural centres 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: The wellbeing support pathway: problems and solutions 

Responsibility for the initiation and progression of the wellbeing 

pathway was jointly shared by the academic colleagues working on the 

project and the students themselves. On a one-to-one basis each 

student was invited to consider which agencies might help them. A 

‘pick and mix’ approach was adopted as various options were discussed 

and students were supported in making contact to ask for assistance. 

Tasking the students with contacting the various agencies themselves 

meant that ultimate responsibility for moving forward was placed firmly 

at the student level. This reinforced notions of independence and self-

responsibility, therefore empowering students to take control of their 

own future.      

Academic study skills support 

    Whilst student wellbeing represented an important aspect of the 

project, academic issues were given equal priority. To determine  the 

content and focus of the academic study skills pathway, the project 

team consulted widely with colleagues from across the faculty before 

developing an academic study pack comprising two distinctive work 

packages:    

1. Learning at university 

2. Studying engineering and applied science.  

The first work package focused on:   
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• Individual learning styles: Knowledge about learning styles 

and approaches including a ‘learning styles’ quiz to enable 

students to identify and maximise their own learning approach 

within an engineering education environment. 

• Academic writing: How to write discipline-specific reports, 

essays and lab reports (including guidance about accessing 

academically-relevant knowledge).  

• Referencing: Focused on the Harvard System but with other 

approaches earmarked and signposted. 

• Self-management and study: Time management; maintaining 

a work-life balance; and becoming a professional engineer or 

applied scientist 

• Where to go for help: Referral points within the University 

relating to both academic and personal matters are listed 

• Virtual resources: Useful websites, virtual learning exercises 

and other resources.  

The second work package was much smaller and provided resources 

relevant to the study of maths, physics and chemistry.  

    All students on the project were given the academic study skills 

pack. The notion of ‘shared responsibility’ for individual success was 

discussed in some length and each student encouraged and supported 

to engage with the material and apply their learning to the areas where 

they were struggling.  The academic study skills pack was received with 

much enthusiasm across the Engineering Faculty, so much so that it 

was disseminated across the whole of the student population within two 

weeks of being made available to the project sample.  

    Whilst the academic study skills pack provided an immediate and 

intermediate solution to some of the academic issues faced by the 

sample, the need to provide individual ‘at risk’ students with bespoke 

academic support was paramount. A number of commonly experienced 

challenges were identified while discussing the underlying problems 

with individual students. These varied in nature, from difficulties 

understanding the course content to misunderstanding what was 

required in terms of the learning outcomes, but it quickly became 

evident that, in some modules, a lack of constructive alignment was at 

the root of students’ difficulties (Biggs, 1996). Thus, in developing the 

academic study pathway depicted in Figure 4, a more holistic approach 

was adopted – tackling study skills shortages whilst also considering 

the wider pedagogy adopted by colleagues. 

 



Widening Participation and Lifelong Learning 

Volume 22, Number 3 November 2020 ISSN:  1466-6529 

21 
 

PROBLEMS WITH 
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SKILLS 

FACULTY LEVEL 
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ENGINEERING 
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STUDENTS’ 
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EXPERIENCES  

 

STUDENTS’ 

REPORTED 

EXPERIENCES  

 

Problems with essay 

and report writing; 

poor referencing 

abilities; lack of note 

taking and other 

basic study skills; 

difficulties with 

independent study.   

Misalignment of 

timetable resulting in 

periods of over 

assessment and clashing 

deadlines; difficulties 

understanding some 

lecturers due to 

language problems 

(students and / or 

lecturers); lack of visible 

alignment within and 

across modules.  

Lack of 

understanding 

regarding what was 

required in the 

assessment; not 

knowing how to use 

engineering tools 

and methodologies; 

a lack of 

understanding 

regarding subject-

specific theory.  

  

 

 

 

    SUPPORT 
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COLLEAGIAL AND 

FACULTY BASED 

ACTIONS 
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Academic study pack 

 

 

Writing mentors 

 

Faculty based study 

skills and 

professional skills 

training  

 

 

Timetabled study 

skills sessions  

 

Academic mentoring for 

colleagues 

 

Training for personal 

tutors 

 

Support for module and 

personal tutors to 

undertake Fellowship of 

HEA 

 

Exam timetable 

reviewed 

 

Exceptional 

circumstances process 

and practice review  

Academic study 

pack 

 

 

Subject-specific 

mentoring (maths, 

physics and 

chemistry) 

 

 

Additional 

timetabled 

laboratories and 

tutorials 

(benefitting the 

whole cohort) 
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   Figure 4: Individual academic support pathways: problems and solutions 

Unlike the wellbeing support pathway, only two of the routes 

depicted within the academic study pathway were aimed at students as 

the ‘middle route’ reflects actions taken at faculty level in terms of 

colleagial support and professional development. Similar to the 

wellbeing support pathway, various internal agencies and resources 

were accessed and the onus was placed on students to select which 

agencies and interventions to make use of.  

    The faculty level academic matters depicted in the middle pathway 

were dealt with at associate dean level, with one-to-one mentoring 

offered to colleagues whose modules had a particularly unusual or low 

pass rate. Training focusing on pedagogic practice was offered, and 

colleagues were actively encouraged to engage with central university 

training provision. Concurrently, the exceptional circumstances process 

was changed and the link between personal problems and academic 

difficulties made easier to declare. The final action depicted in the 

middle pathway was to support colleagues’ access to the AdvanceHE 

Fellowship Programme. This was done across the faculty whereupon 

one of the project team took the academic lead and provided  

workshops and support for colleagues seeking to gain fellowship.  

    It is important to note the cohesive nature of the Engineering 

Futures Project. Both the wellbeing and academic pathways were rolled 

out simultaneously and a concerted effort was made to ensure that 

help and support were accessed as and when needed. At no time were 

vulnerable students simply given information and left alone to work 

their way through the pathways. Instead, the project team worked with 

personal tutors, subject leads and other colleagues, not only to assure 

the sustainability of the project, but also to make sure that each 

student had at least one additional named support person outside of 

the project to go to.  

Conclusion: Project Outcomes 

   This paper makes an important contribution to discussions about the 

link between student attrition and mental health. Across the higher 

education sector students need to be encouraged to report if they are 

experiencing mental health issues and to seek support from academic 

and professional staff. The Engineering Futures Project represents an 

example of how culture and practice within a university faculty can be 

changed to enable more students to reach their potential. Grounded in 

the project findings, a number of symposia and training events were 
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held whereby colleagues were encouraged to make themselves aware 

of the various processes and services available for students 

experiencing acute or chronic mental health issues.  Additionally, the 

exceptional circumstances application process was simplified and a top-

level drive was made to encourage tutors and students to use the 

process when appropriate.  

    At the end of the year the attrition rate within the faculty dropped 

markedly from 12% to 6%. The higher than predicted number of 

students progressing on to the next stage of their academic career 

protected what was estimated to be around £0.5million pounds in a 

single year. 

    Whilst the Engineering Futures Project was very successful, the 

intensive nature of the support given to individual students demanded 

a significant  commitment from the project team on top of their usual 

academic duties. Despite this, when reflecting on the project, all three 

team members agree that the positive impact on each individual 

student’s subsequent academic and career prospects and life chances 

made the effort worthwhile.  

    In conclusion, student attrition in engineering education, as in other 

subjects, is not an inevitable part of university life. Embedding the 

thinking and processes outlined in this paper has the potential to 

promote an important systemic change in how students experience 

university. This project looked more closely at the issue from the 

student perspective, consequently revealing that, by tackling the 

complexities of attrition and by acknowledging the intersectionality of 

the student experience, positive steps can be taken to turn academic 

challenges into success. 
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