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This study presents an evaluation of an online game-based student access, retention, progression and attainment (ARPA) initiative at the University of Kent. The initiative, a narrative-based simulation of a condensed student journey from pre-enrolment to graduation, is designed to prepare and support students in their transition to and participation in Higher Education. Student retention continues to be a perennial issue across the Higher Education sector, and studies have indicated that the more knowledgeable and informed students are about their university environment, the less likely they are to leave before completing their studies. Many institutions have developed interventions with the express purpose of addressing these concerns. Recognising the contextualised and subjective nature of such interventions, a realist evaluative framework was adopted to better understand the initiative under scrutiny, asking what works, for whom and in what circumstances. Participant interviews were utilised to assess the efficacy of the initiative in supporting students and in helping them to navigate often unfamiliar institutional cultures, practices and expectations. A revised programme theory is presented, enabling deeper insight into the merit of the initiative and its overall worth as a mechanism for change within the ARPA paradigm.
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Introduction

Introduced in 2019, the University of Kent’s One Hour Degree (OHD) is an online narrative-based simulation game of a condensed undergraduate student journey from pre-enrolment to graduation. The OHD provides a safe space for students to engage in realistic university-related scenarios, encouraging independent decision-making and risk-taking, and was conceived as part of a suite of access, retention, progression and attainment (ARPA) activities delivered by Kent’s Student Success team. OHD participants are presented with academic and personal choices, representing over 100 million unique pathways invoking both positive and negative outcomes; participants score knowledge and wellbeing points throughout that dictate their final ‘degree’ outcome. The OHD was designed to address issues affecting the transition to and progression within university study and developed in response to issues concerning the availability of information for new students (University of Kent 2019b). Kent’s Student Success team identified themes concerning the prevalence of information; students commented that they felt ill-informed and unprepared for study, citing a lack of knowledge of where to seek support, low confidence in making reasoned decisions concerning their time and activities, and an unfamiliarity with the university environment (University of Kent 2019a, p. 1). Students made frequent mistakes, and because of their lack of knowledge, the repercussions were unknown and, therefore, had a detrimental impact later on (University of Kent 2019a, p. 3). Some students noted that they had no prior knowledge of Higher Education (HE), and this further compounded their poor decision-making and reluctance to seek help, putting them at risk of dropping out (University of Kent 2019a, p. 1).

The Office for Students (OfS) has set long-term access and retention targets and highlighted the role Higher Education Providers (HEPs) play, providing information to students, enabling them to prepare for, and succeed in, university study (Office for Students 2018, 2020). HEPs have sought to redress these issues through the Student Success movement, an umbrella of activities in flexible learning, employability, internationalisation, assessment and ARPA (Advance HE 2019). Whilst our understanding of retention has been enhanced by recent research, the persistence of non-completion indicates that this remains a prevalent issue (HEPI 2021; HESA 2021), particularly when considering the efforts of various programmes aimed at reducing it. Attention must, therefore, turn to the efficacy of ARPA initiatives themselves.

Realist evaluation has gained credence as a methodological framework for evaluating complex initiatives such as the OHD (see Dytham and Hughes 2017; Formby, Woodhouse, and Basham 2020; Ryan 2020; Pickering 2021). Realist evaluation affords a degree of pragmatism, in which it eschews simplistic notions of programme success or failure; instead, it seeks to uncover the conditionalities and contextualities of a programme, exploring what worked for whom, in what circumstances and why (Pawson and Tilley 1997). The purpose of this study is to evaluate participant experiences of the OHD within this framework.

There are three research questions: (1) Do students feel better informed and have increased awareness of the demands of university study because of the OHD; (2) Does engagement with the OHD make students feel more confident in making decisions; (3) What aspects of the OHD work for whom, in what circumstances and why?

Literature review

Studies have indicated that activities undertaken before and during the first weeks of a student’s first year of study are crucial in preparing and integrating students into the cultures and expectations of university life (Cook and Rushton 2009; Lowe and Cook 2003; Roberts et al. 2003; Yorke and Longden 2008). ARPA initiatives have focussed on the correlation between successful pre-entry activities and retention (Billing 1997; Currant and Keenan 2009; Pennington et al. 2018), and many HEPs have developed online activities to exploit this correlation; the OHD being an example of this.

Research has focussed on the capacity for such interventions to develop confidence of where to seek help (Crosling, Heagney, and Thomas 2009; Currant and Keenan 2009; Lefever and Currant 2010; O’Donnell, Kean, and Stevens 2016; Tchen et al. 2018; Turner et al. 2017; Webb and Cotton 2018), with evidence suggesting that the more informed students are, the less likely they are to leave university before completion (Brooman and Darwent 2014; Laing, Robinson, and Johnston 2005; Money et al. 2016).

The OHD acts to ‘spread the load’, enabling preparation ahead of study (Keenan 2009) and elucidating the ‘jargon’ of HE, where orientation into the ‘codified structures of the university’ (Currant and Keenan 2009, p. 3) is crucial in enabling students to adapt into the culture of an institution and to develop an enhanced sense of belonging (Turner et al. 2017, p. 811).

There is a paucity of longitudinal studies in this area, and only a limited number have evaluated the efficacy of online game-based initiatives (Buzzo and Phelps 2016; Hamshire, Whitton, and Whitton 2012; Krause and Williams 2015; Piatt 2009; Whitton et al. 2014). Similar initiatives have combined game-based elements; however, the OHD is novel as it is entirely game-based (University of Kent 2019a).

The OHD is situated amongst literature extoling game-based activities for their immersive qualities (Carenys and Moya 2016; Sailer et al. 2017; University of Kent 2019a), including their ability to coalesce real life into an ‘alternative reality’ (Whitton et al. 2014; Zahedi et al. 2021). By encountering realistic scenarios, participants hone their critical decision-making capabilities in a ‘safe’ environment, in which they have a tangible influence over outcomes (Moseley 2008; University of Kent 2019a).

Research indicates that online activities can improve a student’s capacity to transition to and participate in HE (Currant and Keenan 2009; Knox 2005; Turner et al. 2017); however, further research is needed to evaluate the efficacy of game-based initiatives themselves (Piatt 2009; Whitton et al. 2014). Existing studies lack depth and do not adequately address the complexities associated with their use and have been superficial in their overly simplistic measurement of success or failure. Given that non-continuation remains a persistent issue, there is a need to dive deeper and to understand the contextualities and the ‘mechanics of explanation’ (Pawson and Tilley 1997, p. 55).

Realist evaluation offers this deeper view; it enables the evaluator to examine the underlying mechanisms – the elements that ‘intervene between the delivery of a programme and the occurrence of outcomes’ (Weiss 1997, p. 46) – to elucidate the ‘black box’ of intervention, focussing not on the effects of an intervention, but the conditions in which those effects are produced (Astbury and Leeuw 2010). Therefore, realist evaluation affords a more nuanced understanding; it is cognisant to the breadth of the OHD and the multiplicity of its participants; thus, this study presents a valuable contribution to a developing field.

Methodology

Programme theory

Realist evaluation is a theory-driven approach and is informed by the realist evaluation cycle (Pawson and Tilley 1997). A suitable programme theory is used to articulate and hypothesise the context-mechanism-outcome (CMO) configurations that underpin how programme’s activities are thought to produce outcomes.

The OHD was developed in the absence of a programme theory, but it was apparent that there was a need for a dedicated theory to articulate how the OHD was expected to work. Drawing on appropriate guidance (Funnell and Rogers 2011; Harries, Hodgson, and Noble 2014; Knowlton and Phillips 2012) and existing literature, a programme theory was developed in consultation with the Student Success team (see Figure 1) and further broken down into its hypothesised CMO configurations (see Table 1).

Figure 1.OHD programme theory presented through a logic model.
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Table 1. CMO configurations derived from the programme theory.


	Context
	Mechanism
	Outcome





	1. Students that are new to the university environment
	Exposure to common issues and difficulties triggers an awareness of the support services available and when such services can be called upon
	Students know where to seek help and are motivated to do so before issues escalate



	2. Students that are new to university study
	Exposure to authentic educational scenarios generates familiarity with different learning environments and delivery styles
	Students are better prepared for different learning environments and are confident in engaging with the activities that take place within them



	3. Students that are unfamiliar with the competing demands of university study
	Navigation of academic and social pathways illustrates the types of choices that students are faced with
	Students can make informed choices concerning their university activities and are aware of the likely outcomes of their decisions



	4. Students that are unfamiliar with institutional norms and expected behaviours within a university environment
	Students are exposed to authentic interactions with staff and fellow students, and this triggers cues concerning appropriate behaviour and interactions
	Students have the confidence to interact with staff and fellow students positively and in an appropriate manner





Data collection

Realist evaluation is nonprescriptive in its approach to data collection. Semi-structured interviews were selected to capture qualitative data concerning experiences of the OHD. Interviews are highly effective at highlighting contexts and mechanisms that produce variable outcomes (Dalkin et al. 2012; Manzano 2016) and for revealing the complexities of a given programme or intervention.

Participants

The OHD is completed anonymously; however – upon completion – every participant is given the opportunity to enter their email to be contacted for further feedback. This arrangement pre-dates this evaluation; however, it was used as a mechanism to recruit prospective participants here. To date, 292 students have completed the OHD, of which 42 provided their email.

Empirical research has indicated that the first 5–10 interviews yield the majority of new information within a dataset, with seldom new information emerging as the sample size increases (Francis et al. 2010; Guest, Bunce, and Johnson 2006; Morgan et al. 2002). Given the timing of the study (end of the spring term), the researcher anticipated a low rate of return, and therefore, all 42 students were invited to interview – 18 students responded and were interviewed.

Interview design

Ethical clearance was obtained, and interviews were conducted online. Interview design focussed on eliciting data based on propositions concerning the efficacy of the OHD (Manzano 2016). By adopting the teacher-learner cycle approach (Pawson and Tilley 1997), participants were introduced to the programme theory (or elements of it), allowing them to accept, reject or refine theories contingent to their own experiences. Interviews sought to capture programme ‘stories’ (Pawson and Tilley 1997) in order to test the hypothesised CMO configurations.

The interviewees consisted of 13 males and five females; all were registered students at the University of Kent. Fifteen were Home/EU students, and three were Overseas students. They were in various stages of study; nine were in Stage 1 (2020 entry), eight in Stage 2 (2019 entry) and one in Stage 3 (2018 entry); all but two had completed the OHD during their first year of study. Secondary data were derived from a pre-existing survey made available to all OHD participants by the Student Success team in early 2020.

Data analysis

Consistent with the realist approach, analysis focussed on identifying and refining CMO patterns across the dataset. Interviews were coded following a theory-driven inductive approach using NVivo (Manzano 2016). All data were de-identified. Realist analysis is non-sequential and iterative, and therefore, consistent with Emmel’s iterative approach (2013), analysis commenced in parallel with data collection, affording a degree of agility and enabling emergent CMO configurations to be tested and refined in subsequent interviews (Manzano 2016; Pawson 2013).

Interview transcripts were re-read in order for the researcher to develop ‘hunches’ about how the OHD works (Dalkin et al. 2021). Top-level thematic codes were applied to each ‘hunch’. A more detailed analysis was then undertaken. Elements of the dataset relating to impacts or outputs were coded as outcomes. Once outcome patterns had been identified and disaggregated, the generative mechanism for each outcome (where available) was identified and coded as such. Similarly, data relating to the conditionality or situatedness of a participant were identified and coded as context. Finally, the individual C, M and O coded themes were drawn together to form refined CMO configurations, which could then be compared with the initial programme theory.

Results

The interview data provided insight into the students’ experiences of the OHD, and, consistent with the realist approach, a summary of the CMO themes uncovered is presented in Table 2. The quotations included below are representative of each area of scrutiny. ‘S’ represents the student participants 1–18.


Table 2. CMO themes derived from interview data.


	Contexts
	Mechanisms
	Outcomes





	1. Type of student
	Perception of how realistic the OHD’s scenarios were
	Did not fully engage with the narrative



	2. Stage of study
	Perceived value of participation
	Developed a greater awareness of where to seek help at the university



	3. Means of introduction
	Conceptualisation of mistake-making
	Felt better informed of the ‘student journey’



	4. Attitudes to risk
	Gamification
	No perceived increase in decision making confidence



	5. Familial history of HE
	
	



	6. Timing restrictions
	
	





Contexts

The following themes relate to the contextual constraints or contingencies that frame experiences of the OHD in relation to the research questions.

1: Type of student


S4: It felt a little alien. That might be because I’m a mature student, but it felt like it was designed for traditional students, you know, those younger than me. I largely switched off at that point.

S7: I’m not massively social. I’m shy, so it was hard to relate.

S9: My experience of university is always going to be different to someone living on campus.



Students indicated that the narrative of the OHD was predicated on that of a ‘traditional’ student, and some did not identify with this persona.

2: Stage of study


S12: I did it just before I came to Kent…It did help with the transition because I had a list of stuff that was likely to happen, like induction week, getting my student card, meeting my advisor. When it came up, I was like oh yeah, I remember this from the game. So that was good.

S16: I think it was too late for me. I’d been here so long it was almost pointless. It didn’t really tell me anything I didn’t know.



The data indicate that early engagement with the OHD influences its efficacy, and there was a lower perceived benefit in those that undertook the initiative later.

3: Means of introduction


S17: It was in an email about student support. I mean I clicked the link, but it was like ‘what is this?’ I just didn’t know what it was for. I only really finished the game because it said something about getting employability points [a Kent-based reward scheme] if you complete it.

S11: [the School’s Student Success lecturer] showed it to me in a tutorial. Because I was struggling, she explained why it would be good for me, especially the bits in the first year. When I actually started playing it, it sort of clicked, that these stresses were normal.

S15: Our student success lecturer went through it at the start of a lecture and that was useful. She checked with us a week later to see how we got on.



The data indicate that perception of the OHD was influenced by its introduction. In cases where students had found out about the OHD via email or happened upon it, there was an element of confusion concerning its purpose. There was a greater degree of comprehension when it was introduced in a structured way by a knowledgeable practitioner.

4: Attitudes to risk


S2: I just sort of clicked the responses they expected me to click so I never really made any mistakes.

S6: I actually went out of my way to make the wrong choices. Well, I wanted to see what the consequences were. I think I wanted to see if he’d get kicked out of uni. In a way, it was sort of interesting to see how a couple of wrong decisions can make a big difference.



Appetite for risk-taking influenced how students engaged with the narrative; some students actively followed what they considered to be the expected pathway.

5: Familial history of HE


S3: I knew very little about uni so it helped

S13: I chatted to my friend from work. He was in his second year at *redacted* I think when I was applying for uni. I just sort of asked him whether he enjoyed it.



When participants were asked whether they spoke to family or friends about university prior to enrolment, the responses indicated that those with no familial experiences of HE found that the OHD exposed them to the activities, expectations and norms of university life, whereas others were able to obtain ‘hot’ knowledge from family members and friends.

6: Timing restrictions


S1: Way more than one hour!

S3: It took longer than I expected



In both the interview data and the secondary pre-existing survey data, there were indications that the OHD was a time-consuming activity, and that its title is misleading.

Mechanisms

Mechanisms represent a combination of resources delivered by an intervention and the stakeholders’ reasoned responses to those resources (Dalkin et al. 2015; Pawson and Tilley 1997) framed in relation to the research questions.

1. Perception of how realistic the OHD’s scenarios were


S7: It was just unrealistic. It’s just a false environment. Not all students have difficulty choosing study over their social life, some students are just quiet.



Some students felt that the scenarios were unrealistic compared to the actualities of lived experience. This impacted upon the OHD’s ability to give students access to authentic situations.

2. Perceived value of participation


S8: It was useful knowing who to ask if I encountered problems.

S3: I stuck with it because each level sort of introduces something new that’ll help you.

S14: I guess I just didn’t realise it was important.



The data indicated that where there was a perceived benefit to engaging with the OHD, students were more likely spend the time required to complete the game.

3. Conceptualisation of mistake-making


S10: When you make the right decision, it’s like ‘well done, here’s your points’. So, I was like, oh, I better start clicking the opposite of what I think in case I’m missing something useful.



Some students commented that it felt unusual to learn about where to seek help by making mistakes. One noted that they had to make ‘tactical errors’ for fear of missing out on ‘hot’ knowledge afforded only to those making the wrong choice, rather than the right one.

4. Gamification


S3: It’s better than reading a website. I guess when you’ve done it in the game, you’ll remember it for when it happens in real life.

S1: It was kinda addictive.

S18: Why do it in a game when I could easily do it for real.



When asked how a game-based initiative might help students to be more informed, develop confidence and manage expectations, students commented that the gamified experience was novel, and that this made them curious about the different pathways in the game. The game-based experience itself instilled a sense of wanting to ‘get to the next level’. Conversely, some students felt that a game was not an appropriate means of inducting students into university.

Outcomes

Some outcomes were broadly in line with those hypothesised in the initial programme theory; however, there also emerged a set of unintended outcomes based on additional context-mechanism linkages.

1. Did not fully engage with the narrative


S18: Maybe break it down into three games – one per year. I’m not going to remember the stuff about doing a dissertation or final exams.

S7: Because I was bored, I sort of clicked through.



Data indicate that whilst all those interviewed ‘completed’ the game, many paid less attention to the narrative in the latter parts of the game. Levels of interest waned once the narrative moved beyond a student’s frame of reference (e.g. the first year).

2. Developed a greater awareness of where to seek help at the university


S4: I did find the study skills stuff useful, it gave me a good idea of who to see if I needed extra help.

S6: I guess money is a big deal. Yeah, I don’t remember seeing much about that in the game.



Participants indicated that the OHD raised awareness of where to seek support; however, this is limited to study support, with some commenting they were unsure where to seek help for issues relating to wellbeing and finance. The secondary data support this; there are numerous references to the absence of non-academic support, such as finance:


‘no mention of money’

‘needs more info on loans and fees’



3. Felt better informed of the ‘student journey’


S5: The stuff about exams and progressing to year two and three was good though…like, recognising that what you do now impacts something later on. Like, if I put the effort in now, it’ll make things easier in year two.

S1: It was interesting to see what’s in store – a sneak preview.



Students indicated that the OHD helped them to feel better informed of the ‘long game’ of university study, with some commenting that it helped them to visualise a ‘road map’ of progression.

4. No perceived increase in decision-making confidence


S2: You can be confident, but still make the wrong choice.

S16: Life isn’t always like that though… some stuff you can predict, like exams being stressful, but some stuff isn’t predictable. You just have to react to that stuff when it comes. I don’t know how you can prepare for that.



Relative to part 2 of the research questions, students perceived little to no change in the confidence of their decision-making.

Summary of results

Pawson and Tilley (1997) describe the winners, losers, pros and cons of an intervention, noting that evaluators should anticipate as much within their findings. The data reject elements of the initial programme theory whilst supporting other aspects of it. The secondary data support the view that experiences of the OHD have been varied.

Where students failed to identify with the narrative (C1) and where the game’s scenarios were unrealistic (M1), programme mechanisms failed to ‘fire’ for some because the contextual conditions were not conducive. Equally, where the OHD was undertaken later (C2) and where there was lower perceived benefit to participation (M2), there was a reduced incidence of intended outcomes (O2 and O3). Timing (C2 and C6) and means of introduction (C3) influenced perception of the OHD (M2), and this configuration framed engagement with the narrative (O1) and awareness of where to seek help (O2). The game’s central tenet of ‘mistake making’ was contingent upon reasoning, with ‘hot’ knowledge only accessible to those whose conceptualisation of mistakes (M3) aligned with the initial programme theory. Appreciation of the ‘roadmap’ of the student journey (O3) was an unanticipated outcome.

Discussion

The results from this study demonstrate the complexities of applying online game-based initiatives within the field of student ARPA.

What worked for whom, in what circumstances and why?

Research has cited online game-based activities as having an emancipatory effect on the learning environment (Martin and Benton 2017; Sailer et al. 2017; Zahedi et al. 2021), transplanting participants into an alternate reality to create immersive learning experiences (Whitton et al. 2014). However, this study has shown there to be an added layer of complexity when applied to the ARPA arena; a student’s capacity to identify with the gamified environment is crucial in triggering the required mechanisms that give rise to the desired outcomes. Those who saw the greatest benefit of the OHD were those able to identify with its narrative; so, for mature students, commuting students and others who could not relate to the scenarios and characters of the OHD, the perceived benefits diminished.

Because of its narrative, therefore, the OHD risks replicating the exclusionary influences that it is designed to eradicate. This is consonant with the concepts of habitus and field (Bourdieu 1977) that have been applied to recent ARPA literature (see Burke 2012; Crozier and Reay 2008; Pickering 2021; Reay, David, and Ball 2005). Fields, in this sense, can be defined as ‘mutually supporting combinations of intellectual discourses and social institutions’ (Robbins 1993, p. 151), as such, if an individual’s habitus encounters an unfamiliar field, it can result in feelings of ‘disquiet, ambivalence, insecurity and uncertainty’ (Reay, David, and Ball 2005, p. 28), as exemplified by the reaction of some to the narrative.

Unlike other (time-limited) online transition activities (Crosling, Heagney, and Thomas 2009; Currant and Keenan 2009; Lefever and Currant 2010; O’Donnell, Kean, and Stevens 2016; Tchen et al. 2018; Turner et al. 2017; Webb and Cotton 2018), the OHD spans the entirety of the student journey, observing Crafter and Maunder’s view of transition as a continuum (2012). However, this study has demonstrated that levels of interest waned once the narrative moved beyond a student’s frame of reference (e.g. the first year). Whilst some indicated that the OHD helped them to visualise the ‘student journey’, this outcome is likely to be ephemeral in that it is, for most, an abstract concept.

Do students feel better informed and have increased awareness of the demands of university study because of the OHD, and does engagement with the OHD make students feel more confident in making decisions?

Notwithstanding, this study has shown that the OHD was more effective when introduced in a structured manner as this helped to convey its perceived benefits. The presence of a practitioner was transformative as it enabled participants to surpass the threshold concept of the OHD’s purpose. Other such studies have highlighted the flexibility afforded when participants engage ‘organically’ in their own time (Keenan 2009; O’Donnell, Kean, and Stevens 2016); however, the OHD’s complexity warrants structure. Where this was provided – contingent upon the aforementioned – students were more motivated to engage and felt better informed as a result. To invoke this outcome, the mechanism of ‘perceived value of participation’ needed to be triggered; this is crucial because, unlike other activities that have a clear and obvious goal (e.g. an assessment mark), the benefits of engaging may not be immediately apparent. It remains unclear whether this translated into students feeling more confident in making decisions. Decision-making is inherently tied to risk (Davies and Williams 2001), and attitudes to risk are highly contextualised. Risk taking is cited as a benefit of gamification (Kapp 2013; Sailer et al. 2017); however, as shown in this study, a student’s predisposition to risk impacted on decision-making within the OHD. This is a flaw in the OHD’s design, as its ethos is predicated on risk taking and learning through error (University of Kent 2019a), and, for some, this mechanism did not ‘fire’.

This study has two key limitations. First, there is a longitudinal gap; whilst some second/third-year students were interviewed, there is a need for additional data concerning the impact on the full student lifecycle. It is not yet possible to capture these data; however, understanding how the OHD maps against the actualities of the complete student journey is crucial. Second, this study elicited data from those who completed the OHD; it does not include those who did not complete or engage at all. This fell outside of the study’s scope; however, it is an obvious area for further scrutiny. The participants here are, largely, already motivated and engaged with their studies. It can generally be assumed that those who will benefit the most from initiatives such as this are also those hardest to reach.

From the results of this evaluation, a refined programme theory is presented in Figure 2 and based on the OHD in its current state of operation.

Figure 2.A refined programme theory for the OHD.
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Conclusion

This study was one of the first of its kind to apply a realist framework to the evaluation of an online game-based ARPA initiative. The realist framework has enabled this study to delve deeper into its mechanics, allowing us to explore what it is about such programmes that work for whom and in what circumstances. The findings of this study are relevant on both a local level and more broadly for those looking to implement similar initiatives.
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