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Poor attendance at on-campus orientation and learning support activities, increased student diversity, lifestyle pressures and disengagement from traditional learning communities are indicators of a need for more flexible access to support services to assist in the transition to university study. This participatory action research project involved student mentors, academic staff, support staff, student administration, learning advisers and student organisations being involved in the design, development, delivery and promotion of Online Learning Support (OLS) modules for first year students at James Cook University. The development of the modules was based on instructional design principles whereby students had choices as to the content they accessed and also how they used the information provided. Organisational and orientation issues were most important to first year students accessing the resources while modules involving generic skills such as writing and note taking were also widely used. Combining peer support with the provision of online resources proved to be an effective strategy in addressing the problems of transition to university study. 

Introduction

This participatory action research project has involved student mentors and first year students as well as academic, administrative and support staff from both Townsville and Cairns campuses of James Cook University participating in the design, user-testing, evaluation and promotion of online learning support resources. An important feature of the project has been the way in which flexible learning support has been embedded into an existing and established peer support program. The Online Learning Support (OLS) modules can be accessed at: http://www.tsd.jcu.edu.au/netshare/learn/studskls/online.html
The central research question relates to the provision of learning support that specifically addresses the problems of the transition to first year study at university. The project has been challenging in that it has sought to provide resources and support through the use of new learning technologies, a medium that in itself can cause transition problems. With student mentors providing a personalised and responsive interface, this project seeks to address fears in relation to the use of new technology in the same way student mentors address a range of other first year experience issues.

This project has sought to create new collaborative partnerships among students and staff whilst they develop valuable learning resources and skills. For the student mentors who already acquire high level communication and group leadership skills as part of the peer support process, this project adds another dimension -- confidence in the use of information technology skills. New students, particularly those spending limited time on campus, will experience improved access and equity in relation to learning support resources. Personalised and on-going peer support will assist new students to adjust to the culture of the University as well as adjust to the use of new learning technologies. 

Twenty highly interactive online learning support modules have been designed, developed and delivered on the Internet for optimal accessibility. The project seeks to assist James Cook University to meet many of its strategic objectives in relation to students acquiring life-long learning skills as well as reducing attrition rates and addressing the challenge of isolated and disengaged students. (Moulden, 1998).

Transition to the First Year of University at JCU 

James Cook University is located on three campuses in North Queensland. In 1999, the Townsville campus had a student population of 7,934 and the Cairns campus had 2,571. JCU students are characterised by the fact that there are significant numbers of mature age students (55%), students from rural backgrounds (42.7%), students from isolated backgrounds (11.3%) and students from Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander descent (5.7%)(James Cook University Statistics and Accountability 1999; Muldoon and Searle 1999). Furthermore, JCU is recognised as having a participation ratio of students from low socio-economic status (SES) backgrounds to students from high SES backgrounds which is above the national and state averages (Muldoon and Searle, 1999).

Abbott-Chapman and Edwards (1999) and others (Peel, 1999) argue that universities must develop transition programs in their teaching and learning environments which are not the sole responsibility of student support services alone but involve an integrated approach involving academic staff, student administration, learning advisers and student organisations. A component of the Orientation Program at the Cairns campus of JCU has been developed in which an extensive series of "Study Skills Sessions" is delivered by a wide range of academic and general staff. For example, a student administration representative presents a session called "Getting to Know the Facts About Uni", the Personal Counsellor presents a session on "Adjusting to University", a history lecturer presents a session called "Dumb Things that Smart Academic Writers Will Never Do" and so on. Twelve sessions are offered over three days with the more popular ones being repeated. These sessions formed the basis for the selection of the OLS modules in which the author worked as an instructional designer with the session presenter as the content expert to produce the prototypes for Phase 1 of this project. The aim was to bring a range of specialist expertise together and develop collaborative student support models that are appropriate for the first year students' changing needs and circumstances (Abbott-Chapman and Edwards, 1999, p.52).

Orientation Week at the Cairns campus includes additional activities such as a compulsory library orientation, information technology workshops (eg. e-mail, Internet searching, introduction to campus computing facilities), enrolment verification and faculty and school specific information sessions. Bridging and preparatory courses are also offered for maths, basic computing and academic writing.

One of the most important and successful elements of the Orientation Program at the Cairns campus has been the role that the Student Mentors have traditionally taken in the official welcome, campus tours and social activities on the first day of orientation. 

The benefits of mentor involvement, if not ownership of the orientation process as a whole, has been demonstrated to be of considerable benefit to new students (Hanley and Treston, 1998; Pope and Van Dyke, 1998). There is little doubt that peers are often the best equipped to address many of the issues relating to the first year experience at university. Burmeister and O'Dwyer (1998) contend that by applying a "student help student" principle, we can tap into one of the most valuable resources universities have, namely the students.

A representative sample of first year students (n=387) at the Cairns campus showed that of the students who attended Orientation 74% found their contact with a mentor to be either useful or very useful (Academic Services Survey, 1999). Another survey of students who had received assistance from a mentor in their first year indicated that 92% thought the Mentor was friendly, 88.2% thought the Mentor was approachable, 85.7% thought the Mentor was an effective communicator and 85% found their overall assistance to be highly satisfactory (Treston, 1999). Similar results have been reported from other universities where Mentors are major players in the orientation process (Pope and Van Dyke, 1998).

It seems obvious that Student Mentors should be closely involved in the design and development of the OLS modules. Favourable results have been reported in other universities when mentors are involved in using and helping to introduce flexible learning technologies to new students (Andrews and Van Dyke, 1998; Franklin and Peat 1998; Rhoden, 1996).  

Methodology

Design Methodology of the Online Learning Support Modules 

Derived from theoretical constructs generated by experimental studies in cognitive psychology and based on information processing theory, Gagne's (1997) approach to teaching strategies has been acknowledged by Romiszowski and others (Romiszowski, 1988; Alessi and Trollip 1991; Laurillard, 1993) as a valuable framework for the design and development of educational resources. Following a more phenomenographic approach, Laurillard (1993, p.94; 1999) goes on to describe her 'conversational framework' in which she argues that the learning process must be seen as a dialogue between teacher and students with discursive, adaptive, interactive and reflective characteristics. More recently she has analysed WWW delivery and provided examples which illustrate that delivery using new learning technologies can indeed incorporate all of the conceptual and interactive knowledge described in her framework (Laurillard, 1999). 

While no claim is made that on their own the OLS modules cover all four aspects of Laurillard's framework, this instructional design methodology nevertheless drove the design of the prototypes. The modules, as they stand today, are the result of the discursive elements resulting from the cyclic action research phase of this research project.

Research Methodology - Towards Participatory Action Research

While opportunities are taken to use interpretive and empirical data in participatory action research, the aim is to strive for a "means of simultaneously developing theory and practice, and defining a socially responsible role for researcher as a participant in the self-reflective community of practitioners"(Kemmis, 1981, p11). To this end, the guiding methodology of this research project is that of participatory action research (McTaggart and Kemmis, 1988; McTaggart, 1997a; Henry and Kemmis, 1985 cited in Connole, Smith and Wiseman 1993).

According to McTaggart (1997b) each critically informed step of the action learning cycle will change the initial plan by conserving some elements while reaching out for more improvement and understanding. He argues that participatory action research can never be a means of policy implementation because it critically tests the theories implicit in policies. An aspect of this research project then could be seen as testing an implicit policy of today's higher education system; that is the emphasis towards open and flexible learning - in this particular case, learning support.

The project has grown from a collaborative process that initially took the form of a meeting of all stakeholders (administration, learning support and academic staff as well as mentors and student union representatives) to review the orientation and first year transition process. With a focus on the problem of the first year transition and provision of learning support it was resolved to make orientation more accessible. It was suspected and later confirmed in a survey of first year students, that for a range of reasons, many students do not attend Orientation Week. Only about one third of the semester 1 intake in 1999 attended JCU workshops specifically designed to address transition issues (Academic Services Survey 1999).

Evaluation 

First Year Students

Data on student perceptions of the OLS modules and the Orientation process as a whole at the Cairns campus of JCU were obtained from a survey designed in collaboration with the University's Marketing Director, Director of Academic Services and Counsellor. 387 students (50% of new enrolled students and representative of all faculties) completed a comprehensive questionnaire. 

One aim of the survey was to find out what activities provided by the university to address orientation and transition problems were accessed by students. Activities included 12 on-campus study skills sessions, the OLS modules initiative, a compulsory library orientation and contact with a Student Mentor.

Figure 1  shows the Orientation Week Activities at the Cairns campus in Semester 1, 1999 and shows the attendance figures as a percentage of the sample (n=387) surveyed who attended each activity. The high attendance of the Library Orientation is a result of it being a 'compulsory' activity and specialised sessions such as those for students with disabilities indicate small attendances as would be expected.

Given that the availability of the OLS modules was a new initiative it was surprising and pleasing to see how many students accessed these. Some caution, however, should be exercised here as we would expect some students to access the modules both in addition to  the face to face workshops and as a substitute for  the on-campus sessions. Indeed students were encouraged to use the modules in both these ways in all promotional literature. Comparison of attendances should also be viewed with caution when one considers the wide range of information available to students in the 12 modules that were identified in the survey as just one activity.

[image: image1.wmf]Figure 1. Attendance and Approval of Orientation Week Activities

Prospective Students
Prospective students place an emphasis on personalised learning support, and it perhaps indicates the need for an active peer support program when one considers the relatively low reliance they place on counseling services and support from fellow students. Focus group data also suggest that prospective students may be putting unrealistic expectations on the support they will receive from lecturers and tutors. All of this provides evidence for the linking of any learning support initiative such as the OLS modules to interpersonal mechanisms as well as increasing the awareness of the value of peer support.

Orientation and organisational issues are of most concern to prospective students and while the practicalities of writing essays and taking notes are also of concern. This observation is supported by the attendance figures of orientation workshops where organisation, writing and note-taking sessions recorded the highest attendances.

Prospective and first year student focus groups provided valuable insights into the design and development of the OLS modules. Student perceptions of their own transition and orientation problem areas guided much of the design and development effort for the OLS modules.

Significant Findings

· The poor attendance at on campus orientation activities, increasing student diversity and disengagement from traditional university learning communities provide some justification for providing flexible learning support and orientation resources.

· Some students showed a clear preference for using the OLS modules in addition to traditional learning support services rather than in place of these services, while others chose to use particular sections or modules as an alternative to on-campus activities. This student-centred learning is consistent with the principles of flexible learning.

· First year and prospective students identify orientation and organisational issues as being of most concern, followed by the practical generic skills of writing and note taking.

· Prospective students place an emphasis on the need for personalised support from lecturers and tutors. This may well be a need that is not realised in the light of increased workloads and poor staffing levels both in academic and learning support areas. This research suggests that a solution may lie in the expansion of the role of peer support programs in orientation and learning support.

· The principles of participatory action research in conjunction with interactive and discursive instructional design provided an ideal framework for the development of the OLS modules.
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