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The Transition Program at the University of Melbourne was established in 1998 with the key objective of developing support programs which are university-wide, sustainable and cost-effective.  Such a program presents universities with a series of challenges, including: providing a structure or framework within which current and prospective students, and university and secondary school staff, can participate and contribute; developing support programs which cater for the range of student backgrounds and cultures; working closely with faculties in the establishment of study groups and mentor and peer support programs; and overcoming the divides that have existed within and across the university and educational community.  Much that has been learned from the experience so far can be usefully shared.  The significant issues include: the importance of a strong research base; the difficulties of territoriality; communication, identifying and involving the key staff in the student's university life; and the effective evaluation of programs.

Introduction

The University of Melbourne Transition Program began in 1998 with the aim of co-ordinating the various programs that existed in faculties, departments and student support services in the university.  The rationale for the introduction of a university-wide transition program was that while there were many programs being run throughout the University not all first year students had access to them.  There were a number of programs that were well known and had been in operation for over ten years, other programs were less accessible; many programs arose in one year only to close twelve months later. 

One of the issues that needed to be addressed in the development of a university-wide program was that it may be costly both in terms of funds and human resources.  As a result, the main aims of the newly instituted Transition Program became to develop first year programs that were university-wide, sustainable and cost-effective.

In this paper we hope to help those higher education institutions thinking of establishing a university-wide program by illustrating our experiences in instituting such a program, the challenges we faced and the lessons we have learned and are still learning.

University-wide, sustainable and cost-effective programs

In developing a university-wide program we faced a number of challenges. We know that different students have different needs, and that faculties operate in very different ways. This meant that there was no viable single approach to transition issues which could be replicated across all faculties for all first year students. The Transition Program committed itself to working with faculties to tailor transition programs to their different operations.

Producing a sustainable program meant that it was important to gain support for the program from all interested parties; that is from the Dean to tutors, and students.  Faculties saw it as especially important to tailor programs to the needs of students (and staff) within their own faculties.  Faculties are very different from one another and, indeed, departments within faculties may vary considerably.  Physiotherapy, for example, has a highly-structured day, good social contact for students who are placed in a small cohesive group, and there is an emphasis on group learning.  Physiotherapy students, however, identify strongly with their department and not so much with the university.  There was a need for students to venture beyond the Physiotherapy building, and participate in more university activities.  The students and staff in the Faculty of Science have different needs.  With its big lecture theatres containing large numbers of students, there was a need to design a program where students would be able to work in small groups and connect with other students. In producing sustainable transition programs we needed to be aware that academic staff felt that there were serious time constraints to consider.  Students, on the other hand, were interested in programs that had an academic focus as its first priority and a social focus second. The faculties, too, were concerned that programs would not be sustainable if they cost too much to run.

Cost effectiveness is a major concern for most faculties.  Space is at a premium on most campuses but first year students, especially those involved in study groups, learning communities and mentor schemes, need somewhere to meet and interact. John Dearn
, University of Canberra, advocates an informal meeting space for students to interact in the higher education classroom.  The Faculty of Science have answered this concern in another way.  They have established First Year Learning Centres in the four main science subjects, that is, Mathematics, Biology, Chemistry and Physics
.  These First Year Learning Centres are also used as meeting places for first year students who are in study groups.

Population of the University

Over seventy per cent of first year students at the university are school-leavers.  In fact, the percentage of school leavers in most faculties is even greater but the overall percentage is lowered by some courses that attract students undertaking a second degree.

This population of school-leavers became our first target group.  The issues facing these students in transition is well documented in the work of Craig McInnis and Richard James, Ian Dobson and Raj Sharma and others.  Our major concerns were that these students often felt isolated in their first year and found the teaching and learning paradigms at university very different from those of their previous twelve years of education.The Transition Program therefore acknowledged the importance of the school-leavers population amongst the first year cohort as deserving intense focus in the first years of the program’s operation. 

Within the school-leavers cohort specific needs groups have also been identified as having significant issues which need to be addressed with specially tailored programs.  While, so far, we have been able to identify those groups and their needs, most of the programs for these specific needs groups are operated within different and discrete units within the University.  These units come together to discuss transition issues in The Student Support Transition Group which is discussed later in this paper.

Although the initial focus of the Transition Program is the transition of students from secondary school to university, the program group acknowledges that the following groups of students are specially deserving of attention in transition: 

post-graduate, mature age entry, Aboriginal & Torres Strait Island students, lateral entry students, NESB students, students with disabilities, rural and isolated students, Targeted Access Program students, students from bridging courses, international students, TAFE students

Issues: global and local

The issue of students’ transition to higher education has captured media attention more and more recently.  This has the effect of bringing further pressure to bear on both the secondary and tertiary sectors in assisting students to make the most effective transition possible.  A range of headlines from Victorian and national newspapers in 1999 read, "School leavers unhappy with uni", "Tertiary drop-outs prompt survey", and "Call for first year support". 'The Age’ newspaper, in August 1999, reported that 38% of first year students express ‘definite dissatisfaction’ with university by the end of their first semester.

Many students name isolation and loneliness as the great barriers to integrating into University culture.  McInnis and James in their 1995 study of the first year on campus say:

“a large proportion of students – at least a third – are not particularly connected, socially or academically, to the university. … If students discontinue, fail or simply become marginal participants, then it is a serious loss for them, as well as for the universities”.

In the national context, the 1998 report on Student Performance and the Cost of Failure 
showed that undergraduate failures cost $360 million in funding.

In responding to these issues we looked to the United States for examples of effective practice in addressing transition issues.  While conditions in American universities are not directly comparable with Australia (particularly in terms of funding) there were elements of some universities’ programs that have been very useful.  We were able to learn a great deal from Vincent Tinto’s work on Learning Communities and our work with real and virtual study groups owes a great deal to his leadership in this field.

Program Group Structure

One of the key objectives of the Transition Program is to maximise the participation of students and staff across the university and educational community.  Four groups have been 

set up to enable interaction.  The groups have been created according to interest, with a broad representation across the university. 

Academic Transition Working Group 

Representatives from all faculties of the university have agreed to take an active role in the Academic Transition Working Group.  The members of the group are academic staff interested in transition and enhancing the first year experience - particularly first year co-ordinators, Associate Deans, and others who have developed special programs.  The principal aims of the group are to exchange information, develop policy, and pass on ideas and recommendations for discussion and decision by university and faculty committees.  This group reports to the Academic Board, and the Teaching and Learning Quality Assurance Committee.

Student Advisory Panel 

A transition program cannot claim relevance or currency if enrolled and prospective students do not have a strong voice and some influence over program development. The Student Advisory Panel provides a forum within which students develop programs and services for other students.  Advisory panel members have volunteered to help new students establish study groups led by first year students for first year students; they conduct questionnaires and interview students, and they provide feedback to the Transition Forums.

The on-going involvement and advice of students from a range of year levels is critical.  The Student Advisory Panel provides students with an opportunity to express concerns about levels of support, and the quality of university facilities, services and information.  Representation on the panel includes international students, students from rural and isolated areas, students with disabilities, and students staying at residential colleges.

Student Support Transition Group 

Staff from student services departments, the Student Union, and faculty offices have been invited to participate in the Student Support Transition Group meetings.  The main aims of the Student Support Transition Group are to: provide a forum for discussion about transition issues, ideas, innovation, and ways of working together to assist students in transition;  act as a communication channel for information about new programs, and events; enhance and extend services available to students in the transition years; and create links, and foster interaction, between staff.

The staff involved have been instrumental in development and delivery of support programs across the university.  The group meetings enable them to exchange information on first year students’ experience of university.  This group reports to the University's Student Support Committee which has a direct link to the Vice-Chancellor's Office.

Principals’ Forum 

Principals from a range of government and independent schools in metropolitan Melbourne and rural areas have been invited to join a forum for discussion on transition policy issues and ways of ensuring significant improvements in the transition experiences of new students.   Although it has been a challenge to get the Principals' group together, because of the demands of their roles, the input of Secondary School Principals has proved to be honest and valuable. A clear, forthright critique of the first year university student experience has emerged from this group.

University of Melbourne Transition Program

Group Structure


Overcoming Divides

One of the key challenges for the Transition Program is to develop ways of overcoming divides that inhibit the development of support programs and referral processes.  The Program structure encourages staff to work in partnerships, respecting the expertise and experience of group members.

Academic staff and other staff

As in any large organisation (The University of Melbourne has more than 35,000 students and 5,000 staff) the staff have very different perspective of their roles, and relationships with staff with different responsibilities.  Universities face the challenge of addressing the problems of the divide that has, regrettably, traditionally existed between academic and other staff (particularly counselling, advising, and administrative staff).

The Transition Program group structure provides forums for each group to clarify responsibilities and develop ideas, programs, and approaches. The annual general meeting of groups brings all the group members together to collectively develop program ideas and objectives, and explore ways of working closely, for the next year.

The bi-annual Transition Conference for all interested staff at the university enables key speakers to present new and challenging views on significant transition issues.  At workshops co-facilitated by academic and general staff, participants can explore and question strategies.

The Science Transition Working Group brings together academic and general staff to develop a strategic, faculty-based, program.  Similar working groups have begun or are planned for other faculties.

Schools and the University 

The Principals’ Forum, and interaction with Year 12 co-ordinators and careers advisers, is strengthening the links between the university and secondary schools.

A co-operative project involving Transition Program staff and Year 12 co-ordinators, facilitated the production of a video for secondary school students, and the design of a lesson plan and other support materials.

The Transition program endeavours to bring secondary and tertiary teachers together to increase their understanding about differences in teaching styles.  Secondary teachers have visited departments in the Arts Faculty to help raise awareness of the skills students already have on entering university.

School representatives are invited to participate in conferences and forums.  Other events involving secondary school and Transition Program staff include: visits to schools, on-campus school programs (sometimes in residence), and Rural Outreach Program visits to regional areas of Victoria.  Also, transition seminars are included in the agenda of the University's annual Careers Advisers' Seminar Program.

A State Education Forum is planned for November.  The forum is designed to bring together influential staff from schools, universities and government to talk about the 'transition gap' between school and university.

Universities 

The University of Melbourne Transition Program believes a collaborative, rather than competitive, approach to addressing common student transition issues is essential. Sharing strategies and project development has the potential for the development of broad reach, cost-effective programs which may benefit all secondary schools students, rather than only those who are considering nominating a particular university as their preference.  Many of the issues students face are universal.

Establishing the University Transition Alliance is an attempt to work closely on transition issues with staff from other universities. Regular meetings are planned, and a listserv for sharing information has been established.  A committee, comprised of alliance members, is planning the organisation of the November State Education Forum.

Students and Staff 

Close consultation between staff and students in the development and evaluation of all programs is essential.  Where possible students are being asked to provide their perspective at meetings of other Transition Program groups.

What we are learning from this experience

This paper aims to help other people who are planning on setting up a large scale transition program in their university.  Some of the most useful information we can give is not only in discussing what we are doing well, but what we have learned along the way.  Our model for this discussion has been a FIPSE (Fund for the Improvement of Post Secondary Education) initiative, Lessons Learned From FIPSE Projects
.

Any university-wide transition program needs to link to a wide variety of different areas of the university. Many of these areas have been running aspects of a transition program for many years and their experience and expertise is valuable.  One of the lessons we have learned in setting up a university-wide transition program is that while expertise is needed from the different areas we connect with – from recruitment staff to researchers, faculties and counselling units – sole ownership is not. We need to ask how we can include useful work done elsewhere in a central transition program while acknowledging the expertise that we have drawn upon. We hope that the answer may be in the four different groups that we have instituted in The Transition Program. Our intention is to acknowledge the contribution of every group to a university-wide program, and to encourage further collaboration.

Linked to the first point is the need to keep track of what is happening across the University so that programs, information sessions and training are not replicated.  Again the issue here is that we want the program to be sustainable and to involve as many areas of the University as possible, without depleting a single faculty’s resources.  Some sessions run by faculties and individual units will have relevance to a number of other faculties and need not be reinvented in a different place.  The four-group structure of the Transition Program should allow that kind of exchange to take place.

Perhaps one of the most difficult tasks for any large university is to keep the channels of communication open.  Results of research, evaluation of innovative transition programs and teaching techniques, and discussion of common transition issues are important matters to circulate.  While good communication is essential, it is often a difficulty for large organisations. There is an obvious need for a listserv and newsletter to be distributed to interested parties – but there is also the danger that recipients will be unfamiliar with the technology necessary for the good functioning of a listserv.

Research on transition issues has played a vital role in focussing attention on how students fare in first year.  A strong research foundation is important in the building of any transition program.  We are fortunate to have Professor Craig McInnis and Dr Richard James from the Centre for the Study of Higher Education on the university staff, and their expertise is important in shaping the directions of the Transition Program.

One of the major goals for a university-wide transition program is to establish good evaluation models.  Effective evaluation is important in convincing interested parties of the value of running transition programs and in improving established programs.  A successful evaluation of programs is reliant upon independent evaluation and reliable statistics.  This means that evaluations which are meaningful take longer to produce – it may take years to see what happens to first year retention rates – than the audiences for the evaluations are often prepared to wait.  A key ingredient in producing a successful program is, then, time given to the development and successful evaluations of the elements of the program.

One of the most important lessons we have learned is to make sure that we identify and involve staff who have, or are likely to have, on-going contact with first year students.

Initiatives and Programs

Many transition projects throughout the university have been in place for many years.  It has been the aim of the Transition Program to build on the successes of these established projects, and to find portable common elements to take to other areas of the university.  What follows is a sample of the programs that are currently running at the university.  Some are built upon existing initiatives, while others have been created specifically to fit the demands of the faculty and students.
Science 101 – Chemistry and Biology students 

This is a pilot program being run by the Science Faculty in conjunction with the Transition Program. Science 101 has the following aims:

• to provide students who are new to university with a set of basic skills with which to tackle first year science subjects;

• to reduce the number of students who make unsatisfactory progress in first year; and

• to create early links for first year students to fellow students and members of the science faculty.

Format:

The sessions consist of three one-hour seminars (in weeks 3 - 5 of semester), with an emphasis on student participation. 

These sessions are supported by semester-long participation in a study group.

Study groups are held every week for the duration of the semester with the option of continuing for the year.

Medicine 101 – for international students

This pilot program was designed to adapt the Science 101 model to the needs of international students in their first year of Medicine. The program is made up of a series of two-hour seminars that included the following elements: 

• Listening to lectures. Tips for how to listen and take notes. 

• Getting involved in university life and finding assistance 

• Problem based learning

• Using sources in your writing 

• Academic "situations" 

• Cross-Cultural Communication Skills in a Clinical Setting

First year learning centres

First Year Learning Centres have been established as a transition measure in some faculties across the university in order to provide first year students with a meeting place, a place for study and consultation with tutors, and an area where meetings with study groups and mentor groups can take place.

Mentor programs, academic and peer support

There are mentor programs in every faculty of the university, although sometimes the mentor programs are not faculty-wide.  Mentor programs are available to first year students as academic or peer mentoring.  Peer mentoring is provided by later year students who take responsibility for a group of first year students, and act as sympathetic advisers and reference points.  There are also academic mentoring programs available to students, and these may operate on a one-to-one basis, or as  a group of eight to ten students to each lecturer or tutor in the scheme.  The academic mentor program is aimed at assisting students to adapt to the different learning styles required of them in their faculty and at the university.

Host program

The university's Host Program encompasses all new first year students.  Hosts from the same faculty telephone 10-12 first year students before they arrive at university, and then guides them around the university campus and surrounds during the orientation period.

Student Services - Special Activities

The Student Services Carnival is also part of the Orientation Program.  It is a day of activities and events to raise awareness of the support available for students in an welcoming, enjoyable way. 

Co-ordinated by the Student Union, and involving staff from Student Services departments, Student Services Week reinforces support information and offers workshops to help first year students.  Workshops include: study skills, accommodation and tenancy advice, finding employment, and budgeting and money management.

Schools Liaison

Transition Program staff liaise closely with Schools Liaison staff to assist with school visit presentations.  Student Ambassadors enrolled in the Leadership Program are asked to participate in school visits to share their own experiences of life at the University.

Targeted programs

Other programs include:  Student at Risk programs in faculties; study skills seminars; on-arrival orientation programs for international, interstate and rural students; the Unifriends Program; a guide for parents; and new student welcome events.

Conclusion

Our experience of establishing a university-wide transition program leads us to encourage other universities to take a similar approach. There are obvious benefits to first year students in that a university-wide program aims to encompass all first year students. Fundamental to a successful program are a strong research base, effective communication, and a structure which allows all interested staff and students to actively participate in program development.
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